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ABSTRACT

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN SENSE OF COMMUNITY, COURSE
PERFORMANCE, AND PERSISTENCE IN COMMUNITY
COLLEGE DISTANCE LEARNING COURSES
Pardess Mitchell, Ed.D.
Department of Leadership, Educational Psychology and Foundations
Northern Illinois University, 2015
Joe Flynn, Director

The purpose of this study was to determine if a relationship exists between sense of
community, course performance, and college persistence in distance learning courses at a
community college. Specifically, does sense of community improve course performance and
college persistence? Course performance was measured using student self-reported end-ofsemester grades. Furthermore, this study analyzed students’ short-answer responses to help
explain which distance learning classroom activities support sense of community. This
correlational study was conducted at a community college in a large midwestern suburb.
Results from this study indicate sense of community has an impact on course performance,
but not college persistence. Qualitative analyses show that student-instructor and studentstudent interactions are contributing factors that foster sense of community in the distance
learning classroom. Recommendations for distance learning course development are
discussed as well as recommendations for future research.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

I have been teaching distance learning courses at the community college level for
almost ten years. In that time, the structure of my courses has changed significantly as I have
grown more experienced in the distance learning format.
When I was first hired, I was initially nervous about creating courses in the distance
learning format. At that time, I had taken a few distance learning graduate courses and
initially set up my courses in a manner that was similar to what I had taken as a student. After
my first semester, I discovered this may not be the best approach for my students.
I had the advantage of being able to teach the same course in a face-to-face and a
distance format, which allowed me to compare the success (or lack of) between the students
in the two courses. I quickly noticed that students in my distance learning course were not as
successful as those in my face-to-face course. Students in my distance learning course
dropped out at higher rates than those in the face-to-face course. Additionally, students in my
distance learning course ended up with lower grades compared to students in my face-to-face
course.
This led me down a path to discover how to create distance learning courses that
would better meet the needs of my students. In my experience, community college students do
not have much experience with the distance learning format and require support, not only in
how to engage in the course but in how to engage with each other. Furthermore, the
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community college student population is quite different from four-year and graduate student
populations. Thus, distance learning courses need to be created in such a way that promotes
success in the virtual classroom.
These experiences with distance learning led me to research and question why
students are not as successful in distance learning classes compared to traditional face-to-face
courses and look at ways to improve student success in distance learning classes.

Background to the Problem

In February 2009, President Barack Obama sent a message to American citizens in his
speech to the Joint Session of Congress. In his speech, President Obama set forth the goal that
by 2020 America would have the highest proportion of college graduates in the world
(Obama, 2009). This was a title once held by the United States; currently Americans aged 5564 are more educated than their counterparts in the Organization for Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD) nations (Chingos, 2012). In recent years, however, the United
States has lost that dominant position and is currently in a three-way tie for seventh place
among OECD countries (Bailey, 2012; Chingos, 2012). The consequences of lower postsecondary enrollment negatively impact our citizens.
The importance of higher education in today’s society has increased over the past 50
years. People who obtain a higher education degree earn more money and are more likely to
overcome “underprivileged social conditions” than those who do not (Xueli, 2009, p. 570).
The U.S. Department of Education concluded that students who achieved a minimum of a
bachelor’s degree earned a higher income compared with those who did not have a four-year
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degree. Furthermore, “individuals without education beyond high school have limited access
to good jobs” (Bailey & Morest, 2006, p. 1).
Four-year universities help students gain an education which results in favorable
outcomes (e.g., job, sense of social status, income) (McPhee, 2006). However, these
institutions come with a high cost which may be prohibitive for some who wish to seek higher
education. Community colleges can serve as a bridge by providing an affordable option for
those who want to continue their education.
Community colleges arose in the late 1800s as a response to the drive for social equity
among Americans, which could be achieved through education (Cohen & Brawer, 2003). This
comes from “the belief in democratizing education by maintaining opportunity” (Mullin,
2010, p. 3) for all. Community colleges provide opportunities for students to pursue higher
education regardless of academic preparedness (Cohen & Brawer, 2003). The goals of
community colleges still resonate today. Although there are many functions of a community
college, this dissertation focuses on the role of community colleges as a degree/certificate
provider and as an academic transfer preparation program. These roles will be discussed
further in the literature review.
The popularity of community colleges continues to grow at rates that exceed the
growth of four-year institutions (American Association of Community Colleges, 2012).
Community colleges account for almost 50% of all undergraduate students (American
Association of Community Colleges, 2012). Furthermore, of all the credentials they award,
40% of them are certificates, which accounts for 38% of all certificates awarded in
postsecondary institutions (Mullin & Phillippe, 2013).
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Many reasons exist for the continued popularity of community colleges, including
affordability, part-time options, open-door policy, diverse student population, and local access
(Bailey, 2012; Mullin, 2010). Community colleges attract more low-income, minority, firstgeneration, and immigrant students than four-year institutions (Bailey, 2012). Furthermore,
students at a community college are more likely to be women, low income, non-White, and
older than students at a four-year university (Mullin, 2010). In addition, compared to fouryear institutions, students enrolled at a community college are more likely to be employed,
students of color, and live at home (Mullin, 2010).
For these reasons, the attendance rates for students enrolled in community college
have been on the rise (Mullin, 2010). As a response to increased enrollment, community
colleges have begun providing more courses that can be taken online (Chingos, 2012; Jaggars,
Edgecomb, & Stacey, 2013).
Community colleges offer more distance learning courses than four-year universities
(Jaggars et al., 2013). Additionally, Jaggars et al. (2013) found that 97% off all community
colleges offer online courses compared to only 66% in four-year postsecondary institutions.
Furthermore, about one-third of all students enrolled in postsecondary education have taken at
least one distance learning course (Allen & Seamen, 2014; Jaggars et al., 2013). The number
of students enrolled in distance learning courses continues to grow (Allen & Seamen, 2014).
Distance learning has grown in popularity over the last decade (Allen & Seamen,
2014). Traditional face-to-face classes limit students’ access due to the lack of flexibility in
scheduling. Distance learning courses allow more opportunities for students because of the
flexibility in scheduling. This has brought forward a new concept to the idea of access. It
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provides more access to students by its very nature of flexibility. Students have the freedom to
complete their coursework during times their schedules permit and allows students to learn at
their own pace (Chingos, 2012). Its flexible nature saves students the cost of travel and allows
them to remain employed and meet other family obligations (Park & Choi, 2009). With
increased access, one would assume completion rates for distance education would exceed
those of traditional education. Unfortunately, this is not the case. The cost of providing access
and flexibility is the separation between the instructor and student. This lack of contact may
contribute to feelings of isolation on behalf of the students (Moore, 2014).

Problem Statement

Distance learning has been viewed as a way to improve access and retention by
providing flexibility in a way that traditional face-to-face courses have not been able to offer.
Although more students are enrolling in online courses, students are not completing distance
learning courses at a rate similar to face-to-face courses (Saba, 2000b). Course completion
rates for distance learning courses are lower than face-to-face courses (Moore, Sener, &
Fetzner, 2009; Saba, 2000b). Estimates of retention rates for distance education range from
20% to 50%, which is lower than traditional face-to-face courses (Tutty & Ratliff, 2012).
These higher dropout rates are concerning to postsecondary institutions that offer distance
learning courses (Exter, Korkmaz, Harlin, & Bichelmeyer, 2009). Access to postsecondary
education is not sufficient. Access to postsecondary education will only benefit students if
they are successful in their courses (Nakajima, Dembo, & Mossler, 2012). Thus, one of the
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challenges for higher education institutions is figuring out how to retain students in distance
learning courses (Park & Choi, 2009).
Retention and persistence are of much concern for postsecondary institutions. Students
who do not persist in their distance learning courses have more difficulties completing college
(Hart, 2012). This impacts postsecondary institutions by reducing graduation rates. The main
goal for these institutions is graduation (completion) and they are often “graded” on the
percentage of students who graduate (Tinto, 2012a). Thus, postsecondary institutions, which
have higher graduation rates, are seen as more effective than the ones with lower graduation
rates.
Persistence in distance learning courses promotes success among students. Students
who are successful in previous classes are more likely to be successful in future classes
(Baxter, 2012). Thus, persistence levels in distance learning courses can affect an individual’s
progress to obtain a postsecondary credential.
The importance of higher education is evident. On a national level, it improves our
nation by reducing rates of incarceration, health care costs, poverty, and unemployment
(Tinto, 2012a). Furthermore, some believe in order for the United States to remain
competitive in a global society, the number of college graduates needs to increase (Kelly &
Schneider, 2012; Tutty & Ratliff, 2012). Tinto (2012a) asserts, “A college-educated
workforce is critical to our nation’s ability to remain competitive” (p. 2). Additionally,
citizens with a postsecondary credential (e.g., certificate, degree) are more likely to vote and
have higher rates of volunteerism (Tinto, 2012a). In addition to the benefits on a societal
level, individuals who obtain a postsecondary credential benefit in areas of financial,
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occupational, societal, and personal health outcomes (Tinto, 2012a, 2012b). For example, “the
gap in lifetime earnings between those who complete at least a college degree and those who
start college but do not graduate is more than $750,000” (Tinto, 2012a, p. 1). Moreover, those
who have a postsecondary credential report being more satisfied in their careers than those
who do not (Pew Research Center, 2014).
President Obama created a goal to have the highest percentage of college graduates in
the world by 2020 (Obama, 2009). Community colleges responded by reaffirming their
commitment to the college completion agenda (Mullin, 2010). Regrettably, the completion
rates for community college are still lower than one would expect. The National Center for
Higher Education Management Systems (NCHEMS, 2014) estimates three-year graduation
rates for associate degree-seeking students is almost 30% in the United States. Associate
degrees are considered a two-year degree, yet less than one-third of students entering
community college finish with an associate degree in three years. Furthermore, retention rates
for community colleges tend to be lower than four-year institutions (Nakajima et al., 2012).
Tinto (2012a) estimates that less than one-third of community college students will earn an
associate degree or certificate over a six-year period. Despite much effort and resources
directed at this concern, community college graduation rates have only slightly improved over
the past twenty years (Kelly & Schneider, 2012; Tinto, 2012a). One strategy for addressing
these trends is to increase access to college courses through distance learning. Thus, to
improve success among students, one must look at how to improve distance learning success
in the classroom to promote college persistence.
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A review of the literature suggests lacking a sense of community (SOC)1 may
contribute to lower levels of success in distance learning courses (Dawson, 2006; Kuo,
Walker, Belland, & Schroder, 2013). Thus, higher levels of sense of community may help
improve distant learning course completion and lead to higher levels of persistence between
college semesters at community colleges. If this proves to be true, college completion rates
will be improved through conscious efforts made by course instructors to improve sense of
community in distance learning courses.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study was to determine the relationship between sense of
community, distance learning course performance, and persistence. In addition, this study
explored the experiences and perspectives of community college students enrolled in a
distance learning course to understand which activities in these courses help contribute to
sense of community. The problem addressed by this study is the lack of research on sense of
communtiy and distance learning among community college students. As previously
mentioned, a lack of sense of community has been shown to be related to lower levels of
distance learning retention rates (Dawson, 2006; Kuo et al., 2013). Thus, this study helps
determine best practices in distance learning at community colleges. First, the relationship
between sense of community and course performance was analyzed. Course performance was
measured by student-reported anticipated final grades. Second, sense of community was
analyzed to determine if it was related to persistence. Persistence was measured by student1

Most researchers refer to sense of community by the acronym SOC. For readability purposes, I choose to use
that acronym sparingly.
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reported intentions to register for the following semester. Last, activities that promote sense of
community within a distance learning course are presented. Thus, the aim of this study was to
help determine if sense of community ultimately improves distance learning retention and
persistence and to identify which activities in a distance learning course promote sense of
community.

Research Questions

1. To what extent does sense of community in distance learning courses relate to course
performance?
2. To what extent does sense of community in distance learning courses relate to college
persistence?
3. How might sense of community be nurtured in a distance learning course?

Definition of Terms

For the purpose of this study, the following terms have been defined.


College persistence. This term refers to the rate students at a postsecondary institution
plan to continue their studies at a postsecondary institution (Tinto, 2012a). This study
looked at student intentions on whether they planned to continue their pursuit of
higher education the following semester.



Course performance. Although there are many ways to study and interpret course
performance, this study focused on student-reported expected final grades of the
online-learning course.

10


Distance learning. There are many terms that fall under online learning, including
asynchronous learning networks, distance learning, and online classes. For the purpose
of this study, distance learning is a college credit course that is delivered over the
Internet asynchronously. The Internet is used to deliver course material and provide
opportunities for learner-to-learner interaction, learner-to-instructor interaction, and
learner-to-text interaction with the goal of obtaining knowledge (Hiltz & Goldman,
2005).



Sense of community. This is a conceptual framework that describes a sense of
connectedness between members of a group (McMillan & Chavis, 1986). Rovai
(2002a) elaborated on this framework and came up with four parts to the framework.
The first, spirit, is defined as learners who feel connected to the group. The second
one, trust, denotes a feeling of trust among group members and knowing one can rely
on group members for support. The third component, interaction, describes the quality
and quantity of interaction among group members. The last component, common
expectations, is the community of learners’ commitment to an educational purpose
(Rovai, 2002a). These dimensions are further discussed in the literature review.

Significance of the Study

This study is significant in several ways. First, it contributes to the field of knowledge
on best practices in distance learning. With the field of distance learning growing rapidly, this
study helps create ways to improve learning in distance learning courses. Distance learning
instructors can use this information to help plan and implement distance classes that promote
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sense of community. More on the challenges for distance learning are presented in the
literature review. Second, it helps distance learning instructors incorporate best practices into
their courses to improve student retention and persistence in distance learning courses. This
research attempts to determine specifically what distance learning course activities contribute
to sense of community. Third, it determines whether sense of community has a positive
impact on student course performance in distance learning courses at community colleges.
Sense of community has been identified as having a positive correlation for success in
distance learning courses; however, most of these studies focus on four-year institutions. The
community college population is different from that of a four-year institution, thus this study
will help determine if a relationship exists between sense of community and distance learning
course success. Last, it helps identify if improving sense of community in distance learning
courses helps students persist to the following semester. Current statistics show that 30% of
people who start college never finish (Chingos, 2012). This study may help identify one area
in distance learning (sense of community) that can help improve college persistence rates.

Conceptual Framework

The purpose of this study is to determine whether activities that contribute to sense of
community are related to course performance and college persistence in distance learning
courses among community college students. Furthermore, this study identified which
activities in a distance learning course leads to feelings of community. The framework for this
study is based on the “social environment as a facilitator of development and learning”
(Schunk, 2004, p. 291). Thus, the conceptual framework for this study focuses on the social
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nature of learning. Learning occurs in the context of a community and the relationships
among the participants.
A conceptual framework for this study was developed using principles from social
constructivism (Vygotsky, 1978) and communities of practice (Wenger, 1998; Wenger,
McDermott, & Snyder, 2002). These theories are built on the premise that knowledge is
constructed from the interactions among students. The basic assumption is when students
work together, it produces feelings of connectedness in the classroom, that will result in
increased learning and success across academic subjects (Joyce et al., 2011).
This study focused on students in a distance learning course and how their
relationships with each other and the instructor affect course performance and college
persistence. In this study, relationships in distance learning courses were examined to
determine their impact on the learning process. Social constructivism and community of
practice are two concepts that are built on the idea that relationships are needed to acquire or
construct knowledge (Joyce et al., 2011; Vygotsky, 1978; Wenger, 1998; Wenger et al.,
2002). These theories view learning as participatory, social, and emerging through meaningful
interactions among the participants, and they are contained in a community (Bronack et al.,
2006).
Social constructivism holds the viewpoint that social interaction is an integral part of
the learning process and that knowledge is “constructed through interactions with others,
which take place within a social-cultural context” (Oldfather et al., 1999, p. 8). Learning
occurs through a collaborative effort of “engaging, incorporating, and critically exploring the
views of others” (Gergen, 1995, p. 34). Social constructivism places an emphasis on learning
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that occurs through making meaning rather than memorization of facts. Knowledge, therefore,
is constructed through social practices that include interaction (Young, 2008).
Social constructivism asserts knowledge is created through societal processes (Gergen,
1995). These societal processes are contained in a community and built on the type of
interaction that take place among the members of the community. These interactions are
necessary for knowledge to be achieved and lie at the core of learning. Thus, participants
achieve knowledge through participating in interactions and negotiating truth (Gergen, 1995).
Similarly, the concept of community of practice reflects the belief that learning occurs
in our everyday life and consists of interactions between ourselves and the communities we
belong in (Wenger, 1998). Learning is framed in the light of participation. It is our
experiences with others that create conditions for learning to occur. Positioned within an
activity, learning occurs through socialization and problem solving with others (Lave &
Wenger, 1991).
A community of practice takes into account aspects from a social learning model
where learning occurs as a result of active social participation (Wenger, 1998). “Communities
of practice are groups of people who share a concern, a set of problems, or a passion about a
topic, and who deepen their knowledge and expertise in this area by interacting on an ongoing
basis” (Wenger et al., 2002, p. 4). By this definition, it is the act of regular social interactions
through communication which creates a community of practice.
People who are part of a community of practice become involved because they find
meaning and worth in their interactions (Wenger et al., 2002). The time they spend within the
community of practice is valued because of the knowledge gained through these interactions.
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Community of practice allows people to feel connected to others and create personal
relationships among each other. These types of social connections create an atmosphere where
knowledge is created.
Knowledge is seen as a commodity that should be cultivated and maintained (Wenger
et al., 2002). The development of communities of practice create an atmosphere that places
value on knowledge by creating spaces, whether physical or virtual, which allow for the
sharing and gathering of knowledge. These communities of practice create an atmosphere that
connects people with knowledge so that they can develop working relationships that support
this knowledge (Wenger et al., 2002).
Social constructivism and community of practice were selected as the conceptual
framework for this study because they both view knowledge acquisition as a product of
community and interaction among the members of the community. When a group of people
come together for a specific purpose, their interactions promote the creation of knowledge.
This study looked at the relationships among students in a distance learning course to
determine if their feelings of community impacted course performance and persistence. The
principles behind social constructivism and community of practice create the framework for
this study because they place an emphasis on the nature and quality of interactions. More on
community, social constructivism, and community of practice are presented in the literature
review.

Assumptions of the Study

The following assumptions apply to this study:
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1. The perceptions of students enrolled at a particular community college in a midwestern
suburb provide an accurate measure of distance learning course environments. The results
from this study can be used to improve distance learning courses at all community
colleges.
2. Students participating in the survey could read and understand the survey. The survey was
given in English and was tested for readability (presented in the methodology chapter).
This assumption was made because all the courses that were used for this sample were
formatted in English.
3. Students participating in the study answered the survey in an honest manner. The
anonymous nature of the survey instrument provided comfort to allow students to be
honest about their experiences.
4. Students participating in the study had the technological skill to successfully complete a
distance learning course. Distance learning courses require a degree of technical savvy for
students to be successful in the course. Thus, one may assume that only students who have
this technical experience enroll in distance learning courses.
5. Students participating in the study had the technological skills to successfully complete
the online survey. As mentioned previously, the assumption is that students who enroll in
a distance learning course have the technical experience to use computers and online
technologies. Thus, there is an assumption that students would be able to complete an
online survey using SurveyMonkey.
6. Sense of community can be measured using the instrument selected for this study. The
Classroom Community Scale, developed by Rovai (2002b), is an effective tool to measure
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sense of community in the distance learning classroom. More on this scale is discussed in
the methodology chapter.
7. Students’ intent to return the following semester is an adequate measure of student
persistence. Other researchers have found this is one way to measure persistence (see
Braxton et al., 1995; Pascarella et al., 1983).
8. The researcher has much experience in developing and teaching distance learning courses,
thus the development of this study is seen through a positive lens. The researcher believes
distance learning is an appropriate format for college courses.

CHAPTER 2
CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

As mentioned in the previous chapter, the conceptual framework for this study is
based on two theories: social constructivism and community of practice. Each of these
theories provides the groundwork for understanding how community and social relationships
can impact learning in the classroom. This chapter examines each theory, discusses how they
provide the framework for this study, discusses their relationship with sense of community,
and highlights a few studies that utilize the concepts presented below.

Social Constructivism

Social constructivism serves as the foundation for this conceptual framework. This
study is looking at whether feelings of community can impact course performance and college
persistence. The question one must ask is why look at relationships in the first place. The
principles in social constructivism address this question.
Social constructivism is based on the work of Vygotsky (1978), who speaks about the
social nature of learning. “Students learn best when they actively construct their own
understanding through social interactions with their peers” (Sthapornnanon, Sakubumrungsil,
Theeraroungchairi, & Watcharadamrongkun, 2009, p. 1). Thus, in order for individuals to
create knowledge, they must be active participants in the process. Social constructivism
asserts that interactions among people in an environment help stimulate cognitive growth
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(Schunk, 2004). Furthermore, cognition is achieved, or transformed, through tools (cultural
objects, language, and social institutions) that require social interaction to help coordinate
those tools (Adams, 2014; Ahn & Class, 2011; Schunk, 2004).
When looking at the social nature of creating knowledge, Bredo (2000) contends that
the very notion of social is often misunderstood. He prompts readers to not idealize the nature
of social as just a group of people, but rather to take into account the individual nature of
social. In other words, social is not the antonym to individual but rather a process of
interaction (Bredo, 2000). This idea of interaction takes into account both the individual and
the group as a process of creating knowledge. The term “social” in social constructivism is
really about the level of interactions among individuals in a group. By this prompt, the
individual becomes the active learner in a situation and must interact with others to construct
or make meaning of knowledge. One must consider both the individual and the group, for
they are not independent of each other, but rather forces that work together for the creation of
knowledge.
This section discusses social constructivism in terms of reality, knowledge, and
learning. Reality, according to social constructivism theory, “is constructed through shared
human social activity” (Pritchard & Woollard, 2010, p. 7). Reality is not an object waiting to
be discovered; rather, it is a collective process that individuals experience and make meaning
from. For example, if one were to ask three individuals about an event they experienced
together, one would get three different descriptions of the same event. Even though the
descriptions would have similarities, each individual created his/her own reality as he/she
experienced the event. Thus, reality is constructed and framed by our own thoughts and
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interpretations as we experience it (Adams, 2014). A student who is seen to have failed can
be viewed in a different light through the lens of social constructivism; this student can “be
said to have inadequately synthesized information in order to relay a socially acceptable
interpretation” (Adams, 2014, p. 246). Thus, knowledge is “a human creation . . . constructed
by social and cultural means” (Pritchard & Wollard, 2010, p. 7).
Our interpretation of knowledge is influenced by our interactions with others and the
environment and can change as we undergo more experiences with both. This can be seen
when one views how science textbooks have changed over the past 30 years. When I was in
school and learning about atoms, I was told that electrons orbit the nucleus in an oval pattern
and that each orbit contained a specific number of atoms. Today’s science textbooks tell
another story about the relationship between electrons and the nucleus. The point here is not
that my original teachings of science and atoms were wrong, but that at the time, knowledge
of this event was created based on interpretations of scientists and instruments that were
available to measure these relationships. As instruments become more precise, interpretations
of relationships are adjusted to explain these scientific concepts.
Last, social constructivism views learning as a social process that involves interactions
among individuals. Much like Bredo’s (2000) view of social as interactional, Pritchard and
Woollard (2010) also contend that the social constructivism’s view of learning is through
interactions. Again, one will note that this is both an individual and social process where
learners must take an active role in creating interactions that provide meaning and
understanding to concepts.
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Concepts in Social Constructivism

The three main concepts that make up social constructivism include the use of
language as a communication tool, the “zone of proximal development,” and the “more
knowledgeable other.” These are highlighted in the next section.
The role of language is central to how people perceive the world and provides contexts
to understanding reality. Language provides us with a way to identify objects, examine ideas,
and understand our own relationship within this world (Oldfather et al., 1999). Language is
critical to develop knowledge. It is the tool we use to express the thoughts, ideas, and
questions we have about the world around us. Language is situated in the social-cultural world
we are brought up in. It is influenced by the family, culture, community, and historical context
in which we live in (Oldfather et al., 1999). Language provides the platform for individuals to
sort data, organize experiences, and interact with one another (Ahn & Class, 2011). Let us
consider the use of language in a classroom. There exists certain terminology that is
constructed in the culture of the classroom and expectations regarding the use of language.
For example, students know that the word “homework” implies there will be some sort of
assignment for them to complete outside of the school. The term “quiz” or “test” refers to a
type of assessment that will measure knowledge gained. These are terms that are socially
constructed in the context of a classroom. Language, therefore, is a socially constructed tool
that allows us to assign meaning to words that are socially and culturally constructed. A
classroom community, therefore, has its own set of language to serve as tools that provide the
common ground for interaction.
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The second component of Vygotsky’s (1978) theory is the zone of proximal
development. This refers to the gap between what is already known and what is not known
(Vygotsky, 1978). The zone of proximal development is the place where a learner needs
guidance to help him/herself achieve knowledge. This guidance allows the learner to create a
bridge between what is known and what is not known to connect the two opposing ends
(Vygotsky, 1978). In the zone of proximal development, the learner is guided (usually by the
more knowledgeable other) to move beyond what they are capable of doing on his/her own to
a higher level task. It is the optimal learning task that is neither too easy nor too difficult (Ahn
& Class, 2011). Once the student is able to complete the new task independently, the process
repeats itself (Pritchard & Woollard, 2010). Thus, interaction is central in moving a learner
forward in knowledge building. It is the building block to constructing new and meaningful
knowledge.
Last, the more knowledgeable other refers to a person (or a thing) who has more
knowledge or expertise in an area and is able to assist the learner (Vygotsky, 1978). This role
could be taken on by a teacher, another student, an Internet search, or other credible sources
of information. The important thing for the more knowledgeable other is that it provides
additional knowledge/expertise on a task. For example, if a student is struggling on a specific
concept in the classroom, the more knowledgeable other serves as a resource to help the
student gain additional knowledge to help understand the concept. What is important here is
that the student must feel comfortable with his/her fellow students to be able to ask for
additional information on the topic. Sense of community supports the creation and use of the
more knowledgeable other by creating an environment that supports feelings of trust among
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the participants so that they may feel comfortable and safe in asking other students for
additional guidance.
Distance learning courses can utilize social constructivism in its design and promote
student interaction asynchronously. In fact, Sthapornnanon et al. (2009) assert that the nature
of an asynchronous distance learning course can be more effective in promoting interaction
than face-to-face classrooms. In face-to-face classrooms, students are put under pressure to
communicate with their peers within a small time frame. However, in a distance learning
course, students are provided more time to think and respond to a classmate’s question or
post, which may encourage those students who are reluctant to speak up in a classroom to
participate (Sthanpornnanon et al., 2009). In an asynchronous classroom, one does not have to
answer a question right away; rather, one has more time to think and reflect before sharing
his/her point of view with his/her classmate(s) (Sthanpornnanon et al., 2009). This time lag
also supports the use of the more knowledgeable other by providing students more time to
seek out information before interacting with their classmates.

Relationship Between Social Constructivism and Sense of Community

As previously discussed, social constructivism involves more than just a social and
individual process. The key to developing and constructing knowledge is interaction.
Meaningful and guided interaction must occur between the learners in order for knowledge to
be constructed. This requires active participation by the learners. Sense of community
supports a socially constructed classroom by providing the building blocks to creating
meaningful interaction among the participants.
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Sense of community is built upon four ideas: spirit, trust, interaction, and common
expectations. Each of these ideas is supported by social constructivist thought and are
summarized below.
The first component, spirit, “denotes recognition of membership in a community and
the feelings of friendship, cohesion, and bonding that develop among learners as they enjoy
one another and look forward to time spent together” (Rovai, 2002a, p. 4). It is the feeling that
one belongs in the community, to feel as an insider within the community. In a socially
constructed classroom, individuals make up a small society. This society, in other words, is a
community in which individuals come together to create knowledge. In a classroom, common
language is used to build knowledge. This notion of a classroom community provides the set
of common language and terms to help individuals and groups communicate in a common
way to develop and construct knowledge.
The second component, trust, relates to feelings of safety among the community.
Members in a community must care about each other and feel connected to each other within
the function of the community. Trust allows for the individuals to feel comfortable sharing
their own interpretations of knowledge and listening to others’ interpretations of knowledge.
A successful socially constructed classroom is one where “teachers and learners develop trust
and openness in the classroom for all students to become engaged and attentive” (Powell &
Kalina, 2009, p. 248). Thus, this component of sense of community helps create a classroom
that actively engages students by providing a safe arena for them to share their ideas about
knowledge.
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The third component, interaction, refers to the quality and quantity of interaction
among members in a community (Rovai, 2002a). In an education environment, this would be
working together to complete a homework assignment assigned by the instructor. This type of
interaction has a purpose with a goal in mind. Bredo (2000) describes social constructivism as
an interaction among members. He asserts in order for individuals to construct and give
meaning to knowledge, interaction must take place (Bredo, 2000). This component of sense of
community supports social constructivism by promoting purposeful interaction, that is,
interaction that is focused and helps students move out of the zone of proximal development.
The last component of sense of community is common expectations. In a classroom,
this usually denotes learning. It “reflects the commitment to a common educational purpose
and epitomizes learner attitudes concerning the quality of learning” (Rovai, 2002a, p. 6).
Learning is a social process that is the core of the community. In a socially constructed
classroom, all students need to feel “a common ground, where the dynamic flows, allows
learning or individual construction to become liberated” (Powell & Kalina, 2009, p. 248).
This component of sense of community creates a common arena that provides a place for
students to work together to achieve and create new knowledge.

Studies Using Social Constructivism

This section highlights some studies that utilized social constructivism in the research
design. Ahn and Class (2011) conducted a qualitative study in a higher education setting that
used social constructivism as a basis for placing students as the leader in their own learning.
They created an experience that allowed students working in small groups to create their own
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midterm examination questions. Students were instructed to create questions that required
higher order thinking. Once the questions were created, students then critiqued and reflected
on the questions of other groups to help create the final draft of midterm questions. The
researchers summarized the students’ written evaluations of the experience and discovered
most students felt the experience was rewarding. Furthermore, many students commented on
their own transformation as a learner as they had to delve deep within the course materials
and pull from experiences outside of the classroom (Ahn & Class, 2011). Ahn and Class
(2011) found that, as a result of this activity, students were more involved in the learning
material and felt more prepared to take the midterm examination. By placing learning in the
hands of the students, they were active participants in the process of learning and were
actively engaged with the material (Ahn & Class, 2011).
In a similar study using social constructivism in a distance learning course,
Sthapornnanon et al. (2009) looked at third-year pharmacology students in a distance learning
course that utilized social constructivism theory in its design. The purpose of this study was
two-fold. First, it assessed whether the distance learning course was indeed a social
constructivism learning environment. This was measured using the Constructivist Online
Learning Environment Survey (COLLES) in the form of an online questionnaire. The purpose
of this survey was to measure whether students’ expectations were fulfilled (both professional
and individual) in the distance learning course. Second, an additional questionnaire was given
to students to assess students’ perceptions of knowledge and satisfaction during the course.
Results from the COLLES indicated that students’ expectations of the course as socially
constructed were fulfilled (Sthapornnanon et al., 2009). In addition, all students reported that
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knowledge was understandable and applicable, and most students believed the course held
their attention and added to their knowledge (Sthapornnanon et al., 2009). The sample size for
this study consisted of 28 students, not a very large sample size. Furthermore, this study was
conducted at a university in Thailand. It is unclear whether these results can be generalized to
a more global population.

Community of Practice

A community of practice takes into account aspects from a social learning model
where learning occurs as a result of active social participation (Wenger, 1998). “Communities
of practice are groups of people who share a concern, a set of problems, or a passion about a
topic, and who deepen their knowledge and expertise in this area by interacting on an ongoing
basis” (Wenger et al., 2002, p. 4). By this definition, it is the act of regular social interactions,
through communication, which creates a community of practice.
Knowledge is seen as a commodity that should be cultivated and maintained (Wenger
et al., 2002). Community of practices create an atmosphere that places value on knowledge by
creating spaces, whether physical or virtual, that allow for the sharing and gathering of
knowledge. These communities of practices create an atmosphere that connects people with
knowledge together so that they can develop working relationships that support this
knowledge (Wenger et al., 2002). When considering knowledge, one must address the
following questions: What is knowledge? How does one obtain it, and how does community
of practice support it?
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Wenger et al. (2002) perceive knowledge as multifaceted and categorize it as the act of
knowing, tacit as well as explicit, social as well as individual, and dynamic. In knowledge as
the act of knowing, knowledge is not some object that is purely recalled. Rather, it is
combining previous knowledge with current knowledge to create a set of new knowledge
(Wenger et al., 2002). Knowledge, therefore, is under constant construction and
transformation in use. A community of practice encourages this act of knowledge by placing
experts together who can take the object of knowing and create new ways to apply this
knowledge. Wenger et al. (2002) describe tacit knowledge as being the most valuable in
organizations. It provides the level of expertise that is needed to perform an action.
Communities of practices are needed to create a way to share these levels of tacit knowledge
among individuals. This occurs through social processes of storytelling, conversations,
coaching, and apprenticeships, which are forms of community of practices and help combine
tacit and explicit knowledge (Wenger et al., 2002). Knowledge is created through individual
efforts, but these efforts are oftentimes placed in a community of experts who are then able to
determine the facts and theories that justify knowledge (Wenger et al., 2002). It is both
individual and social processes that allow for the creation of knowledge. Knowledge is
constantly changing. It is a dynamic process of understanding baseline knowledge and using it
to promote advanced concepts and ideas (Wenger et al., 2002). This cannot be achieved by a
single person; rather, it is the collective effort of a group of people who work together to
share, manage, and create new knowledge (Wenger et al., 2002). Learning occurs within an
environment and “provides the student with a resource of other students, each with their own
knowledge, experience and expertise, with whom to share ideas, negotiate meaning and work
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towards a shared understanding” (Hodgkinson-Williams, Slay, & Sieborger, 2008, p. 434).
Lave and Wenger (1991) describe this process as “an intense focus on the multiplicity of
actors engaged in activity together and on the interdependencies, conflicts, and relations of
power so produced” (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 205). Community of practice is the platform
that allows the communication between the actors, or individuals, through which knowledge
is gained.
Communities of practice are created on their own. Wenger et al. (2002) described this
creation as similar to a plant growing from a seed. It can happen by being planted or by
having a seed being blown in the wind and planting itself. It can be cared for by a person who
fertilizes the plant, waters it, and trims it, or it can grow on its own (Wenger et al., 2002).
Much like a plant growing from a seed, communities of practice can be cultivated through
effort, or they can be formed on their own. This knowledge helps us understand that
communities of practice can be created through efforts made to cultivate communities
(Wenger et al., 2002).

Structure of Community of Practice

Communities of practice may look different based on their purposes, location, and
membership. They do, however, share a basic structure which includes a domain, a
community, and a shared practice (Wenger et al., 2002). Each of these elements is discussed
below.
The domain is what “creates common ground and a sense of common identity
(Wenger et al., 2002, p. 27). A domain of interest must be important to the members who
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view their participation as potentially rewarding (Wenger, White, & Smith, 2009). In this
domain, members are interested in sharing what they know, problems they see, or solutions
that work. The domain is what brings members to the community (Wenger et al., 2002). “A
shared domain creates a sense of accountability to a body of knowledge and therefore to the
development of practice” (Wenger et al., 2002, p. 30). All members who are part of the
community share an understanding of what constitutes the domain (Wenger et al., 2002). It is
the common bond that unites the members. It guides practice in determining what to share and
what to hold back and which questions to ask and which questions are trivial (Wenger et al.,
2002).
The community in a community of practice consists of a group of people who
collaborate in order to build knowledge which takes place in an environment that nurtures its
members (Wenger et al., 2002). Community is dependent on the quality of interactions and a
sense of trust among the group members (Wenger et al., 2009). Trust is needed to create an
environment where one feels comfortable to ask for help or to share expertise (Wenger et al.,
2002). To aid in the creation of trust, members must interact with each other on a regular basis
regarding the domain of interest (Wenger et al., 2002). Trust does not occur overnight or at
the startup of a new community. Trust and mutual cooperation take time to develop and need
to be nurtured through active participation among members (Flogaitis et al., 2012). Once trust
is established over time, the community begins to “build a sense of common history and
identity” (Wenger et al., 2002, p. 34). This helps the community gain a deeper meaning for its
members by creating a commonality of a shared history.
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Membership in a community of practice should be voluntary, as forced participation
may decrease feelings of value within the community (Wenger et al., 2002). A successful
community of practice relies on membership participation and active engagement, something
that can be encouraged but not forced (Wenger et al., 2002). This engagement occurs when
members feel that although they will provide for the community, they will also get something
in return.
The last domain, practice, refers to a set of standards for the members in the
community. “It denotes a set of socially defined ways of doing things in a specific domain: a
set of common approaches and shared standards that create a basis for action, communication,
problem solving, performance, and accountability” (Wenger et al., 2002, p. 38). It implies the
knowledge of the community and members themselves, which can be tacit or explicit.
Practice includes the values that are shared in the community and guide the interactions that
occur through a set of norms and rules that are guided by the community (Flogaitis et al.,
2012). These are established through open communication among the members in the group
where values, expectations, experiences, and personal opinions are shared among each other
to reach a common set of norms and rules for participation (Flogaitis et al., 2012). Members
in a community learn from each other and with each other (Wenger et al., 2009). As
mentioned earlier, learning is a social practice, and communities of practice support learning
by actively engaging members in the group. Communities of practice are different for
different groups. When looking at practice among different communities, the only thing they
hold in common is the shared values and methods for sharing information. Some may share
knowledge through storytelling while others use formulas to guide interactions (Wenger et al.,
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2002). What is important is that the practice component is understood by all members in the
community.
A distance learning course can be seen as a community of practice. In these
classrooms, students work together to construct meaning and support each other as they
progress through the course (Bronack et al., 2006). Distance learning courses follow the
guidelines needed for a community of practice. First, the domain is the class itself. It provides
the common purpose for students. They are all in the same class, held to the same
expectations, and have similar goals. The distance learning course is what brings the students
together. The second component, community, is based on the interactions and trust among the
students (Wenger et al., 2009). It is related to sense of community because it also contains
notions of trust, so that members of the community feel safe in communicating among each
other. This notion of community is necessary in a distance learning course because it
promotes interactions among the students, which, according to the principles of social
constructivism, promote the acquisition of new knowledge. The last domain of community of
practice is practice, which in a distance learning course can be seen as the components of the
class. It would include the components of the class that determine course performance. All
students in the class are aware of these standards and progress through the class by providing
structure through assessments that will be used to determine course performance.

Relationship Between Sense of Community and Communities of Practice

Sense of community can be seen as the glue that binds each element of community of
practice together. Thus, sense of community is embedded in each of the community of
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practice’s components: domain, community, and practice. Tsai (2012) asserts that sense of
community can lead to the development of a successful community of practice. Higher levels
of sense of community can increase participation in a community of practice (Tsai, 2012).
The next section explains how sense of community supports the development of each
component in a community of practice.
Sense of community supports a community of practice’s domain through building
common expectations. To recap, domain in community of practice is the common ground of
the community. Domain “is what brings people together and guides their learning” (Wenger
et al., 2002, p. 31). Domain guides the community of practice and gives it an identity that is
unique (Wenger et al., 2002). It is the element of knowledge and quest for more knowledge
that binds the group together. When a community of practice has a clear sense of
expectations, its success increases (Hodgkinson-Williams et al., 2008; Stuckey & Smith,
2004). In sense of community, common expectations support the domain because it “reflects
the commitment to a common educational purpose” (Rovai, 2002a, p. 6). It creates a common
ground for the group to work towards a shared goal. Like domain in a community of practice,
shared expectations “represents the common purpose of the community” (Rovai, 2002a, p. 6).
In both of these definitions, there is a common element of expectation from the community
which leads to knowledge building. Furthermore, in a community of practice and sense of
community, the glue is the purpose of the community: knowledge acquisition. In both a
community of practice and sense of community, there is an expectation or desire for building
knowledge, and this desire is what brings people together.
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A community consists of a group of people who work together to achieve a shared
task (Preece, 2000). In a community of practice, community consists of people who regularly
interact and share a common goal (Wenger et al., 2002). The three elements of sense of
community – spirit, trust, and interaction – support the creation of community and, therefore,
support the creation of a community of practice (Rovai, 2002a). The first element of sense of
community, spirit, refers to belonging in a community of people. This notion of spirit is what
creates the idea of community in a community of practice. It is what distinguishes
membership from nonmembership. Isolation and loneliness are detrimental to a community’s
success; sense of belonging creates an atmosphere that encourages participation and
collaboration (Rovai, 2002a).
Sense of community’s second element of trust also supports a community of practice
by creating an atmosphere where community members can trust each other. Sense of
community’s notion of trust reflects an ideal in which members of a group can rely on each
other and trust in the value of the community (Rovai, 2002a). In a community of practice’s
component of community, trust must be present to support the community and create an
atmosphere where members trust in the knowledge-building process (Wenger et al., 2002).
Sense of community’s component of trust is tied directly to a community of practice’s idea of
community; trust is needed within the community to allow for the sharing of ideas and
collaboration (Storck & Storck, 2004; Wenger et al., 2002). Furthermore, in a community of
practice, there is value placed on feeling appreciated and recognizing value from being in a
community (Stuckey & Smith, 2004). Trust supports feelings of value by breaking down the
barriers that would inhibit communication. Last, in sense of community, there needs to be
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quality interaction among the members in the community. Without interaction, members are
prone to feeling isolated from the group, which may lead to failing communities (Tsai, 2012).
These “relationships between members of your community will be the glue that holds it
together” (Kimball & Ladd, 2004, p. 210). Sense of community’s component of interaction
supports and maintains a community of practice by allowing members to build relationships
with each other through communication. It is the act of interacting that creates a bond
between the members of a community which develops into a community that is built on trust
(Rovai, 2002a; Wenger et al., 2002). Interaction and communication can also encourage trust
within the community of practice (Hodgkinson-Williams et al., 2008; Storck & Storck, 2004).
Group interaction supports trust; as interaction and communication in a community of
practice continues to grow, so do levels of trust (Storck & Storck, 2004).
The last component of a community of practice, practice, consists of guidelines and
knowledge that unites the community together (Wenger et al., 2002). Communities are guided
by policies that are unique to the community that guide how people interact (Preece, 2000). It
includes the knowledge base that individual members have and supports collaboration through
a set of policies and practices that are shared among the group (Kimball & Ladd, 2004;
Wenger et al., 2002). It is created through interaction between individuals of the group. Sense
of community supports this interaction and stresses the importance of interaction as a way to
promote roles and practices among the community (Rovai, 2002a). In sense of community’s
common expectations, the outcome of learning is created through the practice of having roles
and norms that dictate how the community functions (Rovai, 2002a). Creating group roles and
norms of practice within a community of practice creates an environment that encourages
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participation (Kimball & Ladd, 2004; Stuckey & Smith, 2004). It sets the stage for what is
expected within the community of practice (Kimball & Ladd, 2004). Sense of community
supports a community of practice by creating a community where members have a common
idea of the purpose of the community and each has a role in promoting that purpose.

Studies Using Community of Practice

Chen, Li, and Wang (2012) conducted a study with 50 first-year computer science
majors who participated in a programming course. The teacher utilized principles from the
community of practice theory in the classroom by creating an outside class activity of a
collaborated wiki project to facilitate learning. The purpose of the study was to determine the
degree of student participation in the class activity and discover if this approach helped
students further develop their programming skills. The activity that promoted a community of
practice placed students in small teams which were composed of different roles, similar to
roles of professionals in the field. Data was collected using qualitative and quantitative means
to assess student activities and learning. To assess whether students participated in the wiki
project, an analysis of wiki activity was conducted. Based on the number of wiki edits and
views per page, the results suggest that students were highly engaged in the activity.
Additionally, comments were collected from students regarding the wiki assignment and
analyzed. These comments suggest that although students felt the workload was high, they
also felt the project provided adequate learning activities that promoted participation. Students
completed a Likert-scale survey at the end of the class to determine whether having roles in
the small group collaborative projects helped them develop their programming skills. Results
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from the survey suggested that students felt the collaborative project did help them develop
and cultivate their own programming skills. One limitation of this study is the use of wiki
edits and views as a way to gauge student participation. In group projects, there are often
times when one or two strong members of the group take over the project and end up
completing most of the work. Using page tallies as a way to measure individual participation
may not actually measure individual participation. It would have been more reflective if the
researchers looked an individual participation tallies.
Gray (2004) conducted a qualitative study using adult program coordinators to
determine to what extent learning occurred in online communities of practice. Data collection
sources included reviews of online discussion boards, chat transcripts, email correspondence,
a student survey consisting of multiple choice and open-ended questions, and on-site
interviews. Results suggest that the online environment did serve as a community of practice.
Participants stated motivations to become involved in these online communities included:
learn a new skill, network with colleagues, and reduce isolation in their job function (Gray,
2004). Results also suggest the moderator of the online group played an important role by
“providing technical support, maintaining group process, nurturing the social aspects of the
community, and facilitating learning” (Gray, 2004, p. 24). This study suggests that online
communities can serve as a community of practice; however, it is important for the facilitator
of the community to maintain the community and provide guidance and support in order for
the community to serve as a community of practice. Furthermore, Gray (2004) found the
presence of the moderator helped the online community move from a forum of information
sharing to a knowledge-building community.

37
In a reflection paper, Fearon, McLaughlin, and Eng (2012) examined a community of
practice approach to student group work in order to determine if this can support social
learning in a higher education institution. In their reflection paper, they discuss the role of
using a community of practice approach in group work to help students become engaged with
the material and work in roles that are similar to roles that would be assigned in their industry.
The project took place during the final year of a management and information degree
program. Reflections from students after the group project was completed were positive.
Comments included how the project felt real, members had to communicate and decide
together on content decisions, and learning logs helped students reflect on the group process
and make adjustments as the project progressed (Fearon et al., 2012).

Summary

This section highlighted the conceptual framework used for this study. The conceptual
framework consists of two theories: social constructivism and community of practice. Both of
these theories stipulate the importance of community in the classroom as the underlying
structure that promotes individual and group learning. Because this study looked at whether
sense of community can impact course performance and college persistence, social
constructivism and community of practice serve as the conceptual framework because they
place importance on notions of community in the classroom. Social constructivism posits that
in order for students to learn, they must be engaged with one another and that learning occurs
through meaningful interactions among students. Similarly, community of practice also
asserts that individuals work together in a community to serve a purpose. In the distance
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learning classroom, these communities form virtually and students work together to complete
learning tasks. Last, this chapter presented the connections between social constructivism and
community of practice to the variable being measured in this study, sense of community. In
the next chapter, the idea of community is examined. Several definitions and theories of
community are highlighted along with the notion of a virtual community. Furthermore, sense
of community is defined along with a review of studies that look at sense of community in the
classroom.

CHAPTER 3
WHAT IS COMMUNITY?
Community is a blanket term that is thrown around frequently in today’s society. The
definition underlying the concept of community is seen differently among professionals (Merz
& Furman, 1997; Plank, 1997). Some see community as a term used to describe a framework
that revolves around “shared values, unified purpose, and/or common beliefs” (Fendler, 2006,
p. 303). This gemeinshaft style of community is based on feelings of safety and trust among
its members. Others see it as the “third way [that] seeks to reconstruct citizens as moral
subjects of responsible communities” (Rose, 2000, p.1395). Yet others see it as “the appeal to
solidarity for empowerment” (Fendler, 2006). In the following section, I present three views
of community: gemeinshaft, third way, and solidarity for empowerment.
The gemeinshaft approach of community was conceptualized by Ferdinand Tonnies, a
German sociologist, in an attempt to describe social groups (Truzzi, 1971). The direct
translation of gemeinshaft means community; however, for the purpose of this study, the term
is used as it is by more current researchers as the appeal to the emotional bonding among
members through the recognition of shared norms, values, and beliefs (Fendler, 2006; Merz &
Furman, 1997; Plank, 1997; Shields, 2000). Through this lens, community in school is seen as
an emotional relationship that needs to be nurtured so that it continues to grow (Fendler,
2006). Members in these communities are “bound together by common interest and mutual
concern” (Plank, 1997, p. 16). Much like Maslow’s (1943) idea of love needs, community
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under this strand submits to people’s need for love, belonging, and affection. Maslow (1943)
believed people will strive for affectionate relationships with others when isolated. He also
contended that when isolated, people will forget about their physical needs in order to connect
with other human beings (Maslow, 1943). Thus, “the longing for community pushes people
into a search for associations that will satisfy the longing to belong” (Noddings, 1996). From
this viewpoint, community is a place where one feels connected to community members, and
without this affection, the job of a community cannot take place. It is based on the quality of
relationships in a group (Allen, 2000). These relationships among individuals create an
atmosphere that “encourages and celebrates the unique contributions of each individual, while
giving everyone the freedom to be their true selves” (Allen, 2000, p. 27). For example,
support groups (e.g., Alcoholics Anonymous) provide a community of need and belonging for
its members. They join this type of community to feel supported by other individuals who are
experiencing similar problems.
There are some who do not feel the gemeinshaft notion of community truly allows for
individuals to maintain their identity, and this notion of gemeinshaft excludes certain
members in a community (Fendler, 2006; Noddings, 1996; Shields, 2000). Plank (1997)
questions whether gemeinshaft communities can exist within the multicultural world that
exists today. Fendler (2006) asserts that feelings of trust among community members are not
mandatory elements that need to be present in order for participation within a community to
take place. She emphasizes that interactions among members in a community “will always
favor some and exclude others” (Fendler, 2006, p. 318). This gemeinshaft notion of
community does not allow for the acceptance of diversity or the inclusion of others who are
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different. What makes one person feel safe and trust in a community may not be the same for
another (Fendler, 2006). Sheilds (2000) agrees with this view and argues that while shared
meanings and values create safe environments for the dominant group, it may exclude other
members of the group. Merz and Furman (1997) agree that gemeinshaft communities often
are composed of ethnically homogeneous individuals. These types of relationships build on
the us/them principle which excludes people who are not within the gemeinshaft-type
community. Again, this notion of others is present in their writings, which can lead to the
conclusion that not all are welcome in a gemeinshaft community. Furthermore, “the strong
sense of gemeinshaft often came at the cost of excluding others” (Merz & Furman, 1997, p.
27). To fit into a gemeinshaft community, Noddings (1996) believes people are willing to
sacrifice their own values and beliefs in search for community. Consequently, one must
conform to meet the needs of the community rather than feel outside of the community. In
other words, normalization is regarded as the basis for creating an emotional tie among
members in a community without regard to those who sit outside of the community’s norms
of practice (Fendler, 2006).
The purpose of third-way community is to create an environment that allows for full
participation of its members. In identifying community as third-way thinking, Fendler (2006)
views community as a compromise between commonality and individualism. This notion of
community focuses on the collective responsibility of the individuals (Rose, 2000). It is the
idea that communities are made up of autonomous individuals who “promote their
engagement in their collective destiny, in the interests of economic advancement, social
stability, and even justice and happiness” (Rose, 2000, p. 1398). Whereas community was
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once considered to be a melting pot in which the differences of all people melted together to
form a new identify, it is now seen as a rainbow, where it is the differences that make up the
whole (Rose, 2000). This third-way concept of community recognizes that autonomous
individuals make up the whole, and the individual parts of the whole are just as important as
the whole itself (Rose, 2000). Rose argues that moral order cannot be achieved through the
enforcement of legal codes upheld by law enforcement; rather, new codes need to be created
through dialogue within the community. Thus, community engagement and participation must
be achieved to create a moral society that works through civil engagement. This is created
among the individuals in the community and the collective efforts of these individuals.
Not all believe the third way of community allows for individual differences to be
recognized and promoted. Fendler (2006) contends this duality of community does not allow
for diversity and unity; rather, it creates a façade of acceptance of individuality. She views the
third way of community as a model that “promotes[a] top-down vision of community”
(Fendler, 2006, p. 308). Similar to the gemeinshaft view of community, this view still
encourages normative practices among the members in a community (Fendler, 2006). Rose
(2000) believes individuality can be fostered through the third way by promoting dialogue
among the members of the group. This focuses on the diversity among its members and calls
for the creation of a set of minimum set of values shared by all. Fendler (2006) asserts that,
even when dialogue is encouraged, it still creates an environment of a middle ground for
which feelings of exclusions still exist. It doesn’t allow for differences to bubble to the
surface.
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Community as solidarity is a view that people from different backgrounds come
together to support a common goal (Fendler, 2006; Plank, 1997). Guarasci (1997) speaks to
this kind of community through the lens of citizenship and democracy. Community as
solidarity is a viewpoint that promotes community through the lens of solidarity. That is,
diverse members of a group “come together in support of a common goal” (Fendler, 2006, p.
310). In one of Fendler’s (2006) examples for community as solidarity, she uses Halsey,
Lauder, Brown, and Wells’s (1997) anthology, Education: Culture, Economy, Society, to
illustrate a type of community that calls for homogeneous schooling. The principle behind this
idea is to create culturally autonomous schools for the purpose of creating solidarity among its
members. This notion of community promotes homogeneity among its members as a way to
build solidarity, empowerment, and voice (Fendler, 2006). In community of solidarity, a
collection of people come together to achieve a common good (Guarasci, 1997).
This framework of community is problematic in two ways: how does one know which
groups need solidarity, and how does one fit this model within the context of a larger society
(Fendler, 2006). In this view, there are “some groups that are positioned as deficient and in
need of remediation and other groups are seen as normal and acceptable as is” (Fendler, 2006,
p. 313). Community, when viewed as solidarity, still uses the differences in others as a way to
exclude and segregate groups of people. Plank (1997) questions whether this type of
community can serve to improve disadvantaged groups of people or whether the actions of
this type of community actually support the “boundaries that created the initial disadvantage”
(Plank, 1997, p. 17).
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Community has been defined differently by different people. One common element of
the definitions presented above is a common purpose. In all three approaches to community,
they serve a purpose for the individuals in those communities. For this study, community is
defined as one that utilizes the gemeinshaft approach to community with the addition of
purpose. Thus, community is a group of individuals who work together to serve a common
purpose – in this case, the purpose of learning – and have feelings of trust and belonging with
one another.
Community not does have to have a physical presence to take shape. The next section
highlights the approach of an online community. Individuals in an online community come
together in a virtual world and do not have to have a physical presence with one another.

Online Communities

Defining online community can be a daunting task. A brainstorming workshop was
held at an ACM Computer Human Interaction Conference for the purpose of defining online
community (Whittaker, Issacs, & O’Day, 1997). After much debate, the group decided to
create a set of prototypical attributes to describe online communities. The idea is that the more
attributes a community has, the better they are defined as a community. The core attributes
identified were: members have some shared goals, members engage in active participation,
members have access to shared resources, there is reciprocity of information, and shared
context (Whittaker et al., 1997). This group also created a list of other attributes that can be
present and included differentiated roles, awareness of membership, initiation criteria, history
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and duration, events and rituals, shared physical environment, and voluntary membership
(Whittaker et al., 1997).
An online community is similar to the definition of community except that it
incorporates computer systems “to support and mediate social interaction and facilitate a
sense of togetherness” (Preece, 2000, p. 10). Therefore, an online community must have
people who interact socially, a shared purpose, policies, and a computer system that is the
platform for this communication to take place (Preece, 2000). These communities occur when
people share ideas in the form of text in a virtual space through the use of email, blogs,
bulletin boards, and networks (Preece, 2000).
Online communities play a major role in education, especially in distance learning.
Distance learning is a relatively new format for offering courses. In distance learning courses,
most, if not all, of the course is completed online (Preece, 2000). Creating successful online
communities can help support student-student and teacher-student interaction (Preece, 2000).

Face-to-Face vs. Online Communities

It is a common practice for people to stay in touch via email, text message, message
boards, and blogs. In fact, most people report using their home Internet for interpersonal
communication (Kraut et al., 1998). Some say this increase in technology allows people more
freedom to choose social groups based on a common interest, but others believe it is
detrimental by causing people to be cut off from genuine social relationship (Kraut et al.,
1998).
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Learning communities can occur outside of the physical realm. Virtual communities
are becoming popular as a platform for distance learning (Rovai, 2002c). One of the struggles
for distance learning is how to create a community among the members virtually. To fully
integrate oneself in a virtual community, one must feel “his or her contributions add to a
common knowledge pool and where a community spirit is fostered through social
interactions” (Rovai, Wighting, & Lucking, 2004, p.267). Thus, members in a community
support common goals (community as solidarity) and work together to achieve these goals
(Rovai, 2002b). This can be accomplished through social and intellectual interactions in the
distance learning classroom (Rovai, 2002b).
Rovai, Wighting, and Liu (2005) conducted a study to determine if differences exist in
classroom and school community and perceived learning between on-campus and online
students. They sampled education undergraduate and graduate students enrolled in a 3-credit
online or on-campus course. The study revealed on-campus students scored higher than online
students on classroom social community and school social community (Rovai et al., 2005c).
However, online students scored higher than on-campus students in classroom learning
community and school learning community (Rovai et al., 2005). This study suggests students
feel more connected to each other when together in a face-to-face course than an online
course, but students in an online course feel more connected with their peers in achieving a
learning goal. Last, this study found no significant differences in perceived learning between
online and on-campus students (Rovai et al., 2005). This suggests students, enrolled in either
online or on-campus classes, are equally satisfied with the learning that is occurring. This
study was conducted on education majors and may not be applicable to students in other
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degree programs. Furthermore, the researchers did not identify whether the students in the
sample had any previous online experience. Students who have had previous online courses
tend to perform better in online classes than students who are in their first online class (Moore
et al., 2009).
Rovai (2002c) conducted a study to determine if a relationship existed between sense
of community and perceived cognitive learning in asynchronous learning networks. This was
a relatively large study (n=314) that consisted of students enrolled in a distance education
course at a private university. The study revealed there was a relationship between classroom
community and perceived learning. Furthermore, a multiple regression analysis showed that
43% of the variance in perceived learning can be attributed to classroom community (Rovai,
2002c). This study asked students about their perception of learning; perhaps a better
indicator would have been to look at final grades. Additionally, the sample for this study came
from a private university which may not be generalized to all college students. In a similar
study, Baturay (2011) examined the relationship between sense of community and perceived
learning of students enrolled in e-learning classes. Baturay (2011) discovered there was a
positive relationship between students’ sense of community and perceived learning.
Exter et al. (2009) conducted a study to determine if differences in sense of
community existed between graduate students in online and residential programs. This was a
relatively small study that used a mixed-methods approach to gather and interpret data.
Participants were given a survey to complete (closed- and open-ended questions) and seven
participants took part in a semi-structured interview. The study revealed that distance
education students and residential students had similar sense of community scores in the
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classroom (Exter et al., 2009). There was a significant difference, based on t test, between
students’ levels of interaction in distance and residential classes. Students in residential
classes scored higher on student interaction than students in distance education classes (Exter
et al., 2009). This seems to suggest students had more social contact with each other in faceto-face courses than distance education courses. Most students in the study were already
working professionals, and this may not be applicable to other colleges where students are not
professionals working in their field. In a similar study, Drouin and Vartanian (2010) looked at
students in online and face-to-face classes to determine if differences exist between students’
desire for sense of community. They found no significant differences between desire levels
for students in face-to-face and online classes (Drouin & Vartinian, 2010). This suggests
sense of community can be created in both online and face-to-face courses and that students
have similar feelings of sense of community regardless of the modality of the course.
Related to sense of community is social presence. Social presence is the sense of how
participants feel connected to one another (Preece, 2000) and fits within the social community
component of classroom community. Social presence helps improve spirit and trust within a
community. It is achieved not only through language but also through nonverbal cues, body
language, and context (Preece, 2000). For example, a nod of a head can help a speaker
determine if a student understands a concept, or a quizzical look on a student’s face can
provide the teacher with insight that the student doesn’t understand the message (Preece,
2000). These nonverbal cues are missing in distance learning courses.
Social presence in online communities is seen as the “awareness of another person in
the online environment and is influenced by social context, online communication, and
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interactivity” (Hoskins, 2012, p. 52). Therefore, the question one must ask is whether social
presence can be felt strongly in a virtual environment where one cannot see nonverbal cues
and body language.
Preece (2000) examines this issue in her book, Online Communities, and
acknowledges there can be some problems with creating social presence in online
communities. She discusses how the lack of social cues in an online environment may
encourage unacceptable behavior among participants in an online community (Preece, 2000).
In a face-to-face classroom, if a student is being disruptive, it can often be stopped by a quick
look from the instructor. In an online classroom, this quick fix is not possible. On the other
hand, oftentimes self-disclosure is more prevent in online communities because of the sense
of anonymity (Preece, 2000). Self-disclosure in online communities can help people feel
connected to one another. However, online communities sometimes experience hyperpersonal
self-disclosure where people disclose too much personal information because they feel veiled
by the sense of anonymity (Preece, 2000).
Hostetter and Busch (2006) conducted a relatively large (n=112) quantitative study to
determine if social presence differs for students in an online course and students in a face-toface course. A t test was conducted to determine if there were any differences in social
presence scores between students in an online course and students in a face-to-face course.
The results indicated there were no significant differences in social presence scores between
the two groups (Hostetter & Busch, 2006). The sample for the study consisted of mostly
women and was not randomly selected. The results may not be generalized to a population
where there are larger percentages of men.
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This section highlights how these key studies were helpful in designing my own study
on sense of community, course success, and persistence in distance learning. First, I had to
determine if community could be created in a distance learning classroom. Preece (2000)
suggests there may be problems with the development of community in virtual classrooms.
She believes a lack of physical social presence may hinder sense of community in a distance
learning classroom. In a study conducted by Hostetter and Busch (2006) measuring
differences in social presence in online and face-to-face courses, it was determined that there
were no differences in social presence scores between the two groups. This suggests that
social presence does not need to be a physical presence in the classroom but can created
virtually in distance learning courses. Similarly, Exter et al. (2009) measured differences of
sense of community in online and residential programs and found that both groups of students
felt similar degrees of sense of community. These studies suggest that sense of community
can be developed in the distance learning classroom and doesn’t rely on the physical presence
of students and the instructor. In a study conducted by Rovai et al. (2005) regarding sense of
community and perceptions of learning, they found evidence that suggests that sense of
community is related to perceptions of learning by students. Similarly, Rovai’s (2002c) study
of the relationship between sense of community and learning in distance learning courses
supports the claim that a positive relationship exists between sense of community and
learning.
Community is a broad term that attempts to describe relationships among people in a
group. Some say it is the feeling of trust among members; others see it as a third way, and yet
others view it as what happens when people come together to achieve a common goal
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(Fendler, 2006). Regardless of how one defines community, there exists a common element:
togetherness.
Sense of community is a concept within community that attempts to define a series of
traits that exist when people who have a bond work together to achieve a goal (Rovai, 2002b).
Rovai (2002b) describes two components that make up classroom community: social
community and learning community. Social community is based upon McMillan and Chavis’s
(1986) and McMillan’s (1996) definitions of sense of community and is made up of sprit,
trust, trade, and art (Rovai, 2002b). This learning community occurs when a group works
together to achieve a learning goal (Rovai, 2002b).
I also looked at some key studies related to building community in the distance
learning classroom, sense of community, and learning to help me plan the constructs of this
study. Studies have been conducted to determine if sense of community can be utilized in
distance education classes. Rovai et al. (2005) found students feel more socially connected to
their peers in on-campus classes, whereas students in online classes feel they worked better
with their peers academically. However, Exter et al. (2009) found no differences in sense of
community between distance education students and residential students. This was also
supported by Drouin and Vartanian (2010), who found no significant differences for desire of
sense of community between online and face-to-face classes. Last, Rovai (2002b) found a
relationship exists between sense of community and perceived learning in asynchronous
classes. Thus, my study design is based on previous research done in the field of sense of
community and distance learning.
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Sense of Community

In his book, Completing College: Rethinking Institutional Action, Tinto (2012a)
emphasizes the importance of social support for students and its positive relationship with
retention in higher education. He further explains how social support can come in the form of
student-faculty, student-staff, and student-student interactions. Tinto (2012a) asserts that
students who report higher levels of interaction among their instructors and peers are more
likely to persist in higher education. Moreover, Swan and Shea (2005) agree that students
perform better in online classes when they feel they are members of the community.
Related to this issue of social support and community is the theoretical framework:
sense of community. McMillan and Chavis (1986) present a definition and theory for the
concept of sense of community, which was expanded later on by McMillan (1996) and Rovai
(2000).

Defining Sense of Community
McMillan and Chavis (1986) describe sense of community as “a feeling that members
have a belonging, a feeling that members matter to one another and to the group, and a shared
faith that members’ needs will be met through their commitment to be together” (p.9). They
further describe the importance of membership, influence, integration and fulfillment of
needs, and shared emotional connection.
Ten years later, McMillan (1996) revisited their original work and expanded on the
definition of sense of community. In McMillan’s (1996) article, he admits the elements are
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the same but renames them as spirit, trust, trade, and art to better define the components of
sense of community. McMillan (1996) saw spirit as membership in the community but
expanded it to include it as a place where a person can express one’s own uniqueness. People
in a group need to feel a sense of trust and acceptance from each other to feel safe enough to
express the unique aspects of their personalities. Additionally, McMillan (1996) changed the
name of the second component of the original theory from influence to trust. McMillan (1996)
believed in order for a group to have influence among its members, it first requires the trust of
its members. The third factor, trade, replaces McMillan and Chavis’s (1986) designation of
integration and fulfillment of needs (McMillan, 1996). McMillan (1996) asserted that in order
for a group to function, it must employ fair-trade rules. Once fair-trading practices become the
norm, the community functions better because there is no score-keeping behavior (McMillan,
1996). The last component of sense of community, as defined by McMillan (1996), is art.
This replaces the shared emotion connection component in McMillan and Chavis’s (1986)
original work. Art is described as the community’s collective experiences that honor the
community’s values (McMillan, 1996).
Rovai (2002a) interprets and builds on McMillan’s (1996) definition of sense of
community to more accurately describe how the theory fits within the online classroom
setting. He suggested the concept of sense of community can be different for different
settings. Rovai (2002a) keeps McMillan’s (1996) first two components of spirit and trust but
adds interaction and commonality of expectation of goals as the last two components. Rovai
(2002a) sees interaction as both a quality and quantity figure. This is further delineated into
two categories: task-driven or socio-emotionally driven interaction. Task-driven interaction is
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mainly under the control of the instructor via instructor-led discussions; socio-emotionally
driven interaction is focused on the relationships among the students (Rovai, 2002a). Socioemotionally driven interaction is led by the students. It is the relationship- building
component of interaction among the members of the community. He further states that
“increased disclosure of personal information can strengthen classroom community” (Rovai,
2002a, p. 6). His last component of sense of community is common expectations, which is
defined as learning. This component “reflects the commitment to a common educational
purpose and epitomizes learner attitudes concerning the quality of learning” (Rovai, 2002a,
p.6). Learning is a process that involves the members of the community by showing how
active participation within the community increases their own learning.
The physical nature of online learning creates a physical distance between the students
and the instructor. Furthermore, “learners in these courses are not only physically separated
but interact with each other through the use of text-based discussion boards and email,
without seeing or hearing each other and without the requirements to be online at the same
time” (Rovai, 2000, p.286). Rovai (2000) discusses strategies to be used in online learning
that promote a sense of community among the students.

Development of Sense of Community in the Online Classroom

Rovai (2000) believes the following factors can influence sense of community among
students in online classes: student-instructor ratio, transactional distance, social presence and
instructor immediacy, lurking, social equality, collaborative learning, group facilitation, and
self-directed learning. These strategies are briefly discussed in the following sections.
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Student-Instructor Ratio

The nature of distance learning can promote a classroom where there can be a large
number of students per instructor. Much like large lecture halls at higher learning institutions,
distance learning courses can accommodate hundreds of students per instructor. Rovai (2000)
does not believe this is the best strategy for online instruction. He references Glass and
Smith’s (1997) groundbreaking study that found smaller classes had better outcomes for
students compared to larger classes. Rovai (2000) asserts the same principle can be
generalized in distance learning courses. He believes the minimum for class size should be
eight to ten students, while the threshold should be at 20-30 students. This minimum is
considered the “critical mass to promote good interactions” (Rovai, 2000, p. 289); while the
maximum is the number of students an instructor can effectively handle.

Transactional Distance

Transactional distance is the psychological and communication space between learners
and instructors (Rovai, 2000). It is composed of two ideas: structure and dialogue (Moore,
1993). Moore (1993) defined structure as instructor controlled and dialogue as student
controlled. Increased dialogue helps decrease transactional distance; thus, instructors need to
plan for and include opportunities for dialogue between learners in their online courses
(Rovai, 2000). Lee (2014) conducted an exploratory study to determine what factors were
related to student satisfaction in a distance learning course. A Likert scale was used in a
survey along with four open-ended questions. The results showed over 95% of students
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surveyed associated satisfaction with the following from their professor: timely feedback,
constructive feedback, and prompt reply to emails or calls (Lee, 2014). Furthermore, when
asked about course structure, students felt that having a discussion board where they could
communicate with their classmates and instructor improved their own satisfaction with the
course (Lee, 2014). In Lee’s (2014) study, all participants were graduate-level students,
mathematics education majors, and the majority of participants (84%) were women. As a
result, these findings may not apply to community college students who are at the beginning
of their educational journey and have a higher representation of male students.

Social Presence and Instructor Immediacy

Social presence in online classes tends to be lower because of the lack of physical
interaction and social cues (Rovai, 2000). Computer-mediated communication is often seen as
less personal than face-to-face communication and can decrease feelings of social presence in
the online classroom. Rovai (2000) asserts when social presence goes down, so does sense of
community.
Hostetter and Busch (2006) conducted a study to determine whether social presence
has an effect on learner satisfaction scores and whether social presence has an effect on
learning outcomes of distance learning students. Using ordinary least squares (OLS)
regression analysis, they found social presence is a predictor of learner satisfaction (0.60,
p<0.001). However, using OLS regression analysis on social presence and learning
outcomes, they found no significant effect on learning outcomes. In a study that looked at
social presence in terms of interaction, Garrison and Cleveland-Innes (2005) analyzed how
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interaction in a distance learning course is related to deep learning. They used four different
distance learning courses that contained different types of interaction. They found that
although social interaction may be necessary to establish relationships, the quality of
interaction among the students and instructor had the largest impact on deep learning
(Garrison & Cleveland-Innes, 2005). In the course with the highest levels of deep learning,
the instructor was heavily involved with the students and created assignments that “were
posed to generate ongoing and thoughtful responses” (Garrison & Cleveland-Innes, 2005, p.
139).
Sense of community can also be fostered through instructor immediacy. In a face-toface classroom, this would include head nods, smiles, and eye contact from the instructor. In
the online classroom, instructor immediacy can be achieved through providing feedback in a
timely fashion to the students (Rovai, 2000). This type of feedback can range from
acknowledge of an assignment received to short comments in the discussion board. Students
need to feel others are reading their discussion board posts, which helps them feel their work
is valued in the online classroom (Rovai, 2000).
Saba (2000a), in a paper on the attrition of online students, states that students who
receive prompt and continuous feedback are more likely to stay engaged and become
interested in completing future assignments. Saba (2000a) also maintains a fast turnaround of
assignments and informing students of their progress improve student motivation in the
course. Chickering and Erhmann’s (1996) work on effective principles in education also
found prompt feedback as a way to help students to reflect on their learning and determine
what they know and what they don’t know.
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Lurking

Lurking is detrimental to achieving sense of community in the online classroom
(Rovai, 2000). Lurkers are students in online courses who do not participate in online
discussions. Their presence is viewed as bystanders who receive the benefits from the
discussion boards but do not give anything back. To reduce the number of lurkers in an online
class, instructors should clarify the purpose of the discussion boards and assign point values to
participation in discussion boards (Rovai, 2000).

Social Equality

Discussion board interactions can seem unfriendly since there are no social cues (i.e.,
facial expressions) that tend to personalize interactions (Rovai, 2000). Two communication
patterns exist in online communication: the separate voice, which is autonomous and most
often practiced by men, and the connected voice, which is relational and is most often
practiced by women (Rovai, 2000). The connected voice tends to increase sense of
community while the separate voice tends to decrease it. Online instructors can foster the
connected voice by providing opportunities for all students to participate in discussion boards
and reduce anonymity among students by having the students complete an introductory
discussion board activity at the beginning of the semester (Rovai, 2000). Shackelford and
Maxwell (2012) conducted a moderate study (n=381) on students taking distance learning
graduate courses to determine what types of activities contribute to learner interactions. They
found the following elements contributed positively to learner interactions: introductions,
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collaborative group projects, contributing personal experience, entire-class online discussions,
and exchanging resources (Shackelford & Maxwell, 2012). These activities promoted social
equity in the distance learning classroom by creating an environment that allows for students
to feel comfortable sharing with one another.

Collaborative Learning

The main idea behind collaborative learning is that students become engaged with the
material as they work together to achieve a common goal. This supports sense of community
by providing opportunities for students to help each other (Rovai, 2000). Collaboration in
learning also supports a constructivist viewpoint of learning where students work together to
construct and make meaning of their own learning. Online collaboration in distance learning
courses has been shown to improve test outcomes (Wong & Abbruzzese, 2011). To encourage
effective collaborative learning, students should be placed in groups of less than ten, be given
specific tasks to complete, and have set timelines for projects (Rovai, 2000).
Collaborative learning has been used to develop both affective and cognitive learning
behaviors (Wong & Abbruzzese, 2011). Affective learning behaviors consist of how students
deal with the emotional aspect of learning and include values, motivation, attitudes, and
appreciation for learning (Kraftwohl, Bloom, & Masia, 1967). The cognitive domain includes
knowledge and the development of intellectual skills related to the core content (Bloom,
1984). Wong and Abbruzzese (2011) presented a series of case studies to illustrate how
collaborative learning in an online community can positively impact the cognitive and
affective domains of learning. They presented three cases studies that used online
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collaboration to improve learning. Two case studies involved the use of wikis and one used
Video Interactions for Teaching and Learning (VITAL), an online software that allows
students to present videos within their group and work together to edit and annotate video
excerpts (Wong & Abbruzzese, 2011). In all three case studies, the majority of students felt
the online collaboration project helped them develop cognitive skills related to their project.
High levels of participation were present in all case studies presented, measured by time on
task outside of class (Wong & Abbruzzese, 2011). Furthermore, the majority of students felt
the project enhanced their learning and decision-making ability, and they felt a shared sense
of purpose with their group members (Wong & Abbruzzese, 2011). These case studies were
analyzed using a Likert scale and percentages of responses were reported. Although most
responses were in the 80% and above range, it may have been helpful to conduct another type
of statistical analysis (regression analysis, t test).

Group Facilitation

Online instructors serve as facilitators with the goal to inspire learners to interact with
one another (Rovai, 2000). Group building and maintaining can be fostered through the
instructor by encouraging students to share their own viewpoints and listen to their group’s
viewpoints. This can be achieved by assigning individual roles to members of a group such as
encourager, harmonizer, compromiser, gatekeeper, and standard setter (Rovai, 2000). These
roles help create a student-led discussion which in turn promotes a sense of community
(Rovai, 2000). Similarly, McCrory, Putnam, and Jansen (2008) conducted a qualitative study
to determine whether tasks, representations, and organization and communication structure
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relate to quality discussion board participation of students in distance learning courses. The
instructors, as facilitators, must create an environment that engages students in the discussion
board. For tasks, they found not only does it matter how the instructor creates the task, but
how students interpret the task. In representations, they found the more types of artifacts used
(video, audio, multimedia presentations), the more students engaged in the discussion board.
Last, the structure of the discussion boards can affect how students interact with each other.
They found inviting students to participate (individually) and establishing routings to support
student engagement to be key factors in creating a collaborative environment (McCrory et al.,
2008). Instructors must engage their students in the learning process. This cannot be done in a
classroom that is teacher centered; rather the classroom must shift to a student-centered
classroom where students take an active, participatory role in their learning. To accomplish
this, instructors must take on the role as a group facilitator to encourage participation among
the students.

Self-Directed Learning

The last factor that can influence sense of community is self-directed learning. This
relates to the degree of choice learners have within a course, the goal being to move from
dependent learners to self-directed learners. Instructors need to be able to analyze the stage of
a student’s self-direction and create learning opportunities to help move learners to become
independent. Students need to feel empowered to make decisions that allow them to selfdirect their learning. Unfortunately, there is no single method that can be used to promote
self-directed learning, as all students enter a classroom at different stages of independence. It
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can, however, be encouraged through the use of the factors that promote sense of community
(Rovai, 2000). Self-regulated learning is a term that describes an autonomous or independent
learner. Cho, Demie, and Laffey (2010) conducted a study to determine the extent to which
self-regulation can predict sense of community in asynchronous online classes. One hundred
participants completed an online survey and Pearson r correlation coefficients were calculated
to determine how well self-regulated learning is correlated to sense of community. The results
indicate higher levels of self-regulated learning were correlated with higher levels of sense of
community (Cho et al., 2010). One note of caution: the participants’ levels of self-regulated
learning were high, and this may limit the correlational findings between the two variables.

Research on Sense of Community

At the heart of interaction lies sense of community, which includes both studentstudent and student-instructor interaction. Studies have shown students who have higher
perceived notions of sense of community in the online classroom have higher level thinking
and problem solving (Garrison, Anderson, & Archer, 2000; Rovai, 2000).
Rovai (2002c) conducted a large study (n=316) using graduate students enrolled in an
online course to determine the relationship between sense of community and cognitive
learning in an online class. Multiple regression was used to evaluate how well classroom
community (sense of community) can predict perceived cognitive learning. The results show
that approximately 43% of the variance in perceived cognitive learning can be accounted for
by classroom community (Rovai, 2002c). In this study, cognitive learning was measured
using a self-reported survey that questioned the students’ perceived learning, not the actual
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learning that occurred. The participants in this study consisted of graduate students; thus, the
results may not be applicable to undergraduate students. In a similar study measuring
cognitive learning and sense of community, Baturay (2011) discovered 97% of cognitive
learning of students was related to their sense of classroom community and satisfaction with
the course. Furthermore, his study revealed a strong correlation between sense of community
and course satisfaction. His study was conducted at universities located in Turkey; it is
unclear whether these results would cross cultural barriers and be significant for students in
the United States.
Harris (2006) conducted a small study (n=39) to determine if a relationship exists
between sense of community in a degree program and obtaining a college degree. In a mixedmethod study, participants were asked to reflect on their experiences while in the program.
They were asked if the creation of a community within their degree program helped them
obtain their goal of earning a college degree. Harris (2006) discovered that most of the
participants felt that community did help them earn a college degree. Furthermore, students
who answered yes to that question were asked to elaborate on how the creation of a
community helped them achieve their degree. The most common response was that the
perception of support from classmates helped keep them motivated to persist to degree
completion (Harris, 2006). Reliability of the instrument was not tested prior to the initiation of
the study. It is unknown whether the instrument would elicit consistent results over time.
Additionally, the sample consisted of participants near the end of program completion.
Responses may not be applicable for students who are just beginning the program to
determine if community supports program persistence.
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Not all researchers feel there is a strong relationship between sense of community and
learning. Overbaugh and Nickel (2011) conducted a large quantitative study using teacher
education students to determine if students valued academic community and how it relates to
perceived learning. They used a one-way analysis of covariance to analyze their data and
found that even though some student groups differed on their scores of personal value of
academic community and connectedness, they all rated high on the perceived learning survey
(Overbaugh & Nickel, 2011). In other words, students who rated academic community higher
on the value scale scored the same on perceived learning as students who rated academic
community as lower. This suggests that the concept of academic community does not relate to
higher levels of perceived learning. Furthermore, the authors argue that creating a sense of
community may not be necessary to achieve successful online course completion (Overbaugh
& Nickel, 2011). The courses used for this study did not have a focus on building academic
community, thus the lack of students’ desire for academic community may have been a result
of not experiencing it in the classroom. Furthermore, the collaborative nature of distance
learning courses may be in direct conflict with learners who prefer to learn independent of
others (Ke & Carr-Chellman, 2006). Thus, a mismatch occurs between learning preferences
and instructional methods.
Ke and Carr-Chellman (2006) conducted a qualitative study to examine the
experiences of solitary learners in a collaborative online environment. They discovered that
solitary learners placed more value on time spent on independent reading activities and
personal reflections – interactions with the course content – over interactions with their peers.
Additionally, these solitary learners preferred academic interactions with their peers. Rarely
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did they share personal information or feelings about the course. This suggests that solitary
learners may not benefit from a collaborative online learning environment where the focus
remains on building sense of community in the distance learning classroom (Ke & CarrChellman, 2006).

Conclusion

Sense of community has been identified as a construct that can improve the
effectiveness of online learning (e.g., Rovai, 2000; 2002a; Saba, 2000a). The approach to
community has been defined many ways by different theorists. This section highlighted three
different approaches to community: gemeinshaft, third-way community, and community as
solidarity. For this research paper, community is defined using the gemeinshaft approach to
community. Individuals need to feel connected and a sense of belonging with the other
members of the community. In addition to this approach, the added element is a sense of a
common purpose. In distance learning courses, the communities that form must have the
shared sense of purpose; in this case, the purpose is learning.
The next chapter presents information on community colleges, distance learning, and
college persistence. Particular attention is given to distance learning in the college classroom
and how it impacts the student from an educational perspective.

CHAPTER 4
COMMUNITY COLLEGE AND DISTANCE LEARNING PRACTICES

The agenda regarding higher education has shifted its focus over the past twenty years
from access to success (Bailey, 2012). The priority to provide opportunities for all to enroll in
higher education institutions (usually community colleges) has shifted to provide not only the
opportunity to enroll in higher education, but to succeed in graduating (Bailey, 2012).
Community colleges play a significant role in this agenda by providing access to higher
education for students who, for one reason or another, are not able to start their postsecondary
educational career at a four-year university.
This study identified how sense of community impacts distance learning in a
community college. Specifically, it addressed the question of whether sense of community is
related to course performance and college persistence at community colleges. The literature
review presents a brief history of community colleges along with the role of community
colleges in modern days. Included is the role of community colleges as a certificate provider,
degree provider, and springboard for students who want to attend a four-year institution.
Additionally, this literature review defines distance learning and reviews studies related to
distance learning, discusses current studies that address community college distance learning
persistence, and presents challenges in distance learning. Last, this literature review presents
different definitions of community and how these definitions relate to sense of community.
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Community College

Community colleges play an important role in society. They arose in the early
twentieth century to meet society’s need for trained workers, ensure social equity, and provide
higher education to students who would not qualify for enrollment in a traditional four-year
higher educational institution (Cohen & Brawer, 2003). Modern-day community colleges
continue to perform a vital role in society by providing opportunities to help people achieve
better job and economic outcomes. These outcomes are achieved through the community
college mission: “academic transfer preparation, vocational-technical education, continuing
education, developmental education, and community service” (Cohen & Brawer, 2003, p. 20).
Community colleges provide access to an education for students who are not able to attend a
four-year university. They promote democracy by providing opportunities for its citizens to be
educated (Mullin, 2010).
This study includes the role of community colleges as certificate providers because
any type of postsecondary education improves the likelihood of obtaining employment and
better wages (Mullin & Phillippe, 2013). Certificates help improve financial and employment
outcomes for individuals (Bosworth, 2012). Community colleges awarded almost 40% of all
certificates in 2010 (Mullin & Phillippe, 2013). Certificates come in many forms and,
depending on the type of certificate, can take from one semester to several semesters to
complete. Certificates earned at community colleges are not included in international
education comparisons and are often included under the category of “some college” in
surveys and analyses (Mullin & Phillippe, 2013). With this being said, individuals with at
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least some college earn 17% more than individuals with no college education (Baum, Ma, &
Payea, 2013). Furthermore, “certificate completers were the most likely to believe their
education helped them advance in their career, be satisfied with their job, and believe they had
opportunities to apply their education at work” (Mullin & Phillippe, 2013, p. 9). Thus,
expanding “certificate programs of at least one year offers a strategy to reverse the probable
decline in labor force educational attainment, meet postsecondary attainment objectives, serve
hard-to-serve populations, and strengthen economic growth” (Bosworth, 2012, p. 103).
The next level in education attainment is associate degrees. Associate degrees are
designed to take two years to complete for full-time students. Associate degrees are one of the
fastest growing degrees in today’s society (Mullin & Phillippe, 2013). Community colleges
provide more associate degrees than any other institution, representing almost 80% of all
associate degrees provided (Mullin & Phillippe, 2013). In 2018, almost 20% of all jobs will
require at least a certificate or an associate degree (Carnevale, Smith, & Strohl, 2010). In
order to remain or stay at a middle-class level, one must have some postsecondary education
(Carnevale et al., 2010). Furthermore, individuals with associate degrees earn more money
and experience lower unemployment rates than those who do not hold this degree (Mullin &
Phillippe, 2013).
Students enter community colleges to take general education requirements that could
transfer to a four-year higher education institution. As such, community colleges have
arranged a large portion of their curricula in the image of a four-year university (Cohen &
Brawer, 2003). The purpose of this was to help acculturate young students for education in a
four-year university. Oftentimes, terms such as “college parallel,” “college transfer,” and

69
“college equivalent” are used to portray this goal of transfer to the community (Cohen &
Brawer, 2003). Community colleges stay current with their course offerings by maintaining a
relationship with state senior institutions and articulating new courses with these institutions
as they are developed. Community colleges keep their fingers on the pulse of education trends
in four-year universities and make adjustments as requirements change. Furthermore, many
state systems have articulation committees that highlight detailed procedures for gaining
course approval (Cohen & Brawer, 2003).
The focus of many transfer students enrolled in community colleges is to obtain a
general education for the purpose of transferring to a four-year university (Mullin, 2012).
General education has been described by Cohen and Brawer (2003) as “a framework on
which to place knowledge stemming from various sources of learning to think critically,
develop values, understand traditions, respect diverse cultures and opinions, and most
important, put that knowledge to use” (p. 330). An associate degree indicates a student has
completed his/her general education courses. These courses today have included other
disciplines to reflect courses a student would have taken the first two years at a four-year
university.
Half of all students who received a baccalaureate degree began their educational
career at a community college (American Association of Community Colleges, 2012;
McPhee, 2006). According to Mullin (2012) “Students who start at a community college are
just as likely to earn a bachelor’s degree after transferring to a four-year college as are
students who start at a four-year institution” (p. 5). Community colleges offer a lower cost
option for students by providing them with lower division courses that transfer to a four-year
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institution (McPhee, 2006). Students who may not be prepared for four-year higher
educational institutions begin at a community college to prepare them academically for
baccalaureate and higher degree-giving institutions. With no other admission requirements for
enrollment, community colleges’ open-door policy attracts a large number of students who are
underprepared for college credit-bearing courses (Cohen & Brawer, 2003). Workers who have
obtained a bachelor’s degree make over $20,000 per year more than those with a high school
education (Baum et al., 2013). Thus, students earning a bachelor’s degree have great
economic benefits.
Research on the relationship between sense of community and postsecondary
institutions has mainly focused on four-year institutions with little research being conducted
at the community-college level (e.g., Harris, 2006; Rovai & Downey, 2010). Students
attending community college are different from students enrolled at four-year institutions.
Community colleges attract more women, minority, and older students than four-year
institutions (Aud et al., 2010). Students enrolled in a community college are more likely to
work than students enrolled in a four-year college. Mullin (2012) estimates that almost 90%
of students in community college work, with 60% of them working more than 20 hours a
week. Community college provides more access to students of color than four-year colleges
(Bailey, 2012). Half of all postsecondary students of color are enrolled in community college
(Mullin, 2012). Research done at four-year institutions may not apply to students attending
community colleges (Bailey, 2012). Therefore, studying online education at the communitycollege level will help fill in a void in the current literature by focusing on the community
college student population and online learning.
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Distance Learning

Online learning is called many names: asynchronous learning networks, distance
education, and web-based learning. Although the definitions of these may differ slightly, I
will use Allen and Seamen’s (2011) definition of online learning as “a course where most or
all of the content is delivered online” (p. 7). These courses typically do not require any faceto-face meetings and most of the content is delivered online (Allen & Seamen, 2011; Hiltz &
Goldman, 2005). Students experience less scheduling conflicts due to the flexible nature of
online courses. Typically, the members of the class are not present at the same time; however,
collaboration is encouraged through the use of email and discussion boards that are embedded
within the course (Hiltz & Goldman, 2005).

Current Trends

Higher education institutions are including distance learning as part of their
institutional strategic plans (Jaggars et al., 2013). Increasingly, these institutions have focused
on providing more opportunities to provide online education opportunities. Allen and Seamen
(2011) found over 65% of administrations at degree-granting institutions believe distance
learning is a part of the long-term strategy for their institution. Additionally, more than twothirds of campus leaders at higher education institutions believe that “online programs are
strategically important to the institution” (Allen & Seamen, 2011, p. 9). Distance learning has
helped educational institutions by reducing overcrowded classrooms, reaching geographically
isolated students, and providing more flexibility in scheduling (Lei & Gupta, 2010). Thus,

72
distance learning is not only working its way into strategic long-term goals of higher
education institutions, it is also believed to be a benefit for these institutions in moving
forward.
Online learning is growing in popularity. More colleges are offering online courses,
and it is estimated that “97% of two-year colleges were offering online courses” (Jaggars et
al., 2013, p. 1). Each year more students are enrolling in online classes. In fall 2002, the
percentage of higher education students enrolled in online classes was 9.6% (Allen &
Seamen, 2011). In fall 2010, approximately one-third of all college students were enrolled in
an online class (Allen & Seamen, 2011; Jaggars et al., 2013).

Assessment of Distance Learning

Fjermestad, Hiltz, and Zhang (2005) conducted a literature review of 112 studies that
examined differences in asynchronous learning networks from traditional courses which
included objective and subjective forms of assessment. They only included empirical research
studies that were published in a scientific refereed journal. Fjermestad et al. (2005) utilized
studies that looked at the use of computer-mediated communication among students and
learning outcomes for students. Out of 100 empirical studies that were initially identified, 30
met the criteria for inclusion in their literature review. In 86% of the studies that were
analyzed, asynchronous learning networks scored better than or equal to traditional
classrooms in those areas mentioned above. Most of the studies looked at objective measures
of learning which included course grade, midterm examination, or final examination (e.g.
Andriole, 1997; Benuban-Fich & Hiltz, 2002; Fallah, How, & Ubell, 2000). The majority of
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studies analyzed found no difference in objective outcomes between online and face-to-face
students (Fjermestad et al., 2005).
Learning effectiveness attempts to answer questions that relate to how much the
student has learned and how much of these skills and knowledge obtained through the course
was mastered (Arbaugh & Hiltz, 2005). Arbaugh and Hiltz (2005) note the most common way
to assess learning is by looking at objective data (projects, exams, finals grades). They also
assert attitudinal surveys can provide additional data on course outcomes (Arbaugh & Hilz,
2005). These attitudinal surveys, or what will be referred to as subjective data, are used to
provide insight on individual progress and knowledge achievement (Arbaugh & Hilz, 2005).
The next section highlights individual studies that measure assessment and learning outcomes
of students in online classes.

Objective Learning Assessment

Students enrolled in online classes at four-year colleges have similar learning
outcomes as students enrolled in face-to-face courses (Brown, 2012; Larson & Sung, 2009;
Saba, 2000b). Larson and Sung (2009) conducted a study to determine if learning outcomes
are comparable in online courses, blended courses, and face-to-face courses. They used an
analysis of variance test to measure the outcomes for the three different delivery modes.
Larson and Sung (2009) found that students in online courses earned at least the same exam
scores as students enrolled in face-to-face courses. In their study, they had a smaller number
of online participants (n=23) compared to participants in a face-to-face course (n=60).
Additionally, participants in the online courses were mostly women and White, whereas the
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students enrolled in either the blended or face-to-face sections contained more diversity
(Larson & Sung, 2009). Thus, the demographics of each sample may have skewed the data
and the interpretations of the data. Brown (2012) conducted a similar study that compared
web-based and land-based classes using students enrolled in a university located in
northwestern Alabama. The results from this study showed no significant difference in the
average grades in web-based and land-based courses (Brown, 2012). The mean grade point
averages were calculated for both samples; however, a limitation of the study was that no
statistical test was utilized to determine if the differences were significant.
Kummerow, Miller, and Reed (2012) conducted a retrospective study to determine if
differences exist between learning outcomes of nursing distance education students and
traditional campus-based nursing students. Their sample size consisted of 64 students, split
evenly among the distance education and traditional education groups. Participants’ test
scores on the Test of Essential Academic Skills (TEAS) and grade point average (GPA) were
analyzed using t test. Math, science, and English made up the subscores for the TEAS. There
was no significant difference in scores between the two groups for the total TEAS score, math
subscore, science subscore, and GPA. Kummerow et al. (2012) did find that students enrolled
in the distance education program scored higher on the TEAS English subscore than students
enrolled in the traditional program, although the effect size was relatively small. A limitation
for this study is that these scores do not reflect whether the participants were adequately
prepared for their profession as nurses. Looking at job preparedness skills would have
provided more insight as to the ability of these two program formats to train effective nurses.
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Allen and Thompson (1995) created a field experiment that analyzed collaborative
writing in traditional and asynchronous learning networks. In their study, they used a holistic
scoring instrument to analyze pre-test and post-test writing between the two groups of
students. Data from the writing samples were analyzed using ANCOVA to determine if there
was a significant difference between the two groups. Their results showed that students
enrolled in asynchronous learning networks had longer post-test writing samples and scored
significantly higher on the post-test holistic scoring instrument than students in the traditional
classroom (Allen & Thompson, 1995).

Subjective Learning Assessment
Subjective learning assessment procedures look at students’ perceptions as they relate
them to their learning. This provides a clearer picture of learning by taking into account
students’ perceptions of learning and pedagogy (Arbaugh & Hiltz, 2005). Surveys are a
popular choice in measuring subjective learning, but one must note that limitations exist with
this type of data collection. Data generated from surveys are self-reported and are subject to a
halo effect; if a student is generally happy about the course, the responses on the survey tend
to be positive. Conversely, if a student is generally unhappy about the course, the responses
on the survey tend to be all negative (Arbaugh & Hiltz, 2005).
Larson and Sung (2009) looked at student evaluations as part of their study on
learning outcomes between online, blended, and face-to-face courses. They looked at changes
in student interest levels on the subject matter and students’ self-assessment of critical
thinking and course effort after the completion of the course. Percentages of answer responses
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were calculated and response rates on course interest were similar among the three samples
groups. For all delivery modes, student interest increased as a result of taking the course.
Additionally, critical thinking and effort were highest among students enrolled in online or
blended courses. This suggests students were most satisfied with the learning that occurs in
online courses. These results were only tabulated using percentages; a statistical analysis test
(such as t test) would have provided a clearer understanding of the differences between the
three groups of students as well as significance and effect size of those differences.
The nature of distance learning creates a physical separation between the students and
the instructor. Shea, Li, and Pickett (2006) conducted a study to determine if students in
distance learning courses rate teaching presence, classroom community, and connectedness
differently than students in a face-to-face classroom. This relatively large study (n=1,076)
found, through the use of an independent-samples t test, no difference in teaching presence,
classroom community, and connectedness between students in distance learning and face-toface classes. This first t test contained different sample numbers. The distance learning sample
contained 941 students while the face-to-face sample contained 126. To address the
possibility of problems arising from having different sample sizes, they conducted another
independent-samples t test using the same sample size in each population and found students
in distance learning courses scored higher on the learning community subscale than students
in face-to-face classrooms. Thus, students in distance learning classes are able to experience
classroom community without the physical presence of their instructors and other students.
On the other hand, Moore (2014) compared a hybrid and traditional Spanish course to
determine what differences exist in attitudes among students. He discovered that although
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students between the groups performed similarly on traditional assessments, students in the
hybrid groups reported lower levels of satisfaction, higher levels of frustration, and perceived
lower levels of learning. The research group hypothesized that students had to do more
learning on their own, which led to a feeling of frustration. Additionally, this frustration led
the students to believe they were not learning as much as the students in the traditional class.

Community College Distance Learning Persistence

College persistence is a term that is used differently in the literature. For some, college
persistence is the completion of a program of study (Hart, 2012). For others, it is an antonym
of attrition or factors that lead to a completion of a course (Park & Choi, 2009). For this study,
college persistence is defined as an intent to return the following semester of college (Berger
& Braxton, 1998). There is a body of research that supports the intent to persist as an
adequate measure of persistence (see Braxton et al., 1995; Pascarella et al., 1983).
Persistence in distance learning courses has been shown to be lower than in traditional
face-to-face courses (Hart, 2012). The nature of distance learning affords students the
flexibility to take courses on their own schedule; thus, it is puzzling as to why persistence in
distance learning remains so low. The following sections highlight factors that influence
distance learning persistence.
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Grade Point Average
A student’s GPA has been shown to be positively correlated with college persistence
(Aragon & Johnson, 2008; Baxter, 2012; Harrell & Bower, 2011). Students with a higher
GPA were less likely to drop out than those with lower GPA’s. Harrell & Bower (2011)
defined college persistence as completing an online course. Dupin-Bryant (2004) looked at
pre-entry variables to determine which were related to retention in distance learning courses.
Of the variables measured, grade point average was the highest contributor to retention in
online courses (p<0.0001). Students with higher GPA enrolling in distance learning courses
were more likely to complete the course than students with lower GPAs at the time of
enrollment (Dupin-Bryant, 2004). Of the variables measured for this study, they produced a
9% total variance explaining completion rates. Thus, Dupin-Bryant (2004) suggests additional
quantitative studies should be conducted to explain more of the variance related to distance
learning course completion.
Baxter (2012) used a case-study model to determine student attributes that were
related to college persistence. She found students who perceived academic achievement felt
more motivated to continue on with their studies. Academic achievement helped enhance
feelings of self-efficacy at the university level, which was also related to persistence (Baxter,
2012). In her study, students were self-selecting and all had very positive feelings towards
their university. She attributed these high positive feelings as a result of the self-selecting
sample, stating “The self-selecting nature of the students may have given rise to a sample in
which only those with very positive feelings towards the university were interviewed”
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(Baxter, 2012, p. 112). Thus, students who were more successful in their courses were more
likely to complete that course.

Gender

Studies on gender and persistence have shown females to persist at higher rates than
males. Aragon and Johnson (2008) conducted a study to determine which factors in online
students contribute to completion or non-completion of distance learning courses in
community college students. Although it is considered a small effect, a chi-square analysis
showed females completed distance learning courses at a higher rate compared to men (66%
compared to 52% respectively) (Aragon & Johnson, 2008). A report published by the U.S.
Department of Education stated that gender plays a role in college persistence and
completion. Compared to male students, females completed a bachelor’s degree at a higher
percentage (Ross et al., 2012). This trend can be seen across all racial/ethnic groups, with the
largest gap occurring between Black male and female students (Ross et al., 2012).
Furthermore, in stating the reasons for leaving, more male students reported financial reasons
compared to female students (40% vs. 23%) (Ross et al., 2012). Perhaps male students have a
role in which they provide financial support for family and because of this are unable to
persist because it places a financial strain on the family. Similarly, Rovai and Baker (2005)
conducted a quantitative study using 12 online graduate classes to determine if gender plays a
difference in perceptions of sense of community, perceived learning, and interpersonal
interactions. The results of their study showed that females scored higher on all variables
compared to men. Additionally, females posted significantly more discussion board posts
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during the semester than the male students (Rovai & Baker, 2005). This study suggests that
distance learning courses may be more beneficial to women, who seem to feel higher levels of
connection with their instructor and fellow students compared to male students. A limitation
to this study, however, is the sample population which contained a high percentage of female
students (83.9%). Perhaps if more male students were included in this study, it would have
provided more insight into their perceptions of distance learning courses.
In a large study conducted by Astin and Oseguera (2005), they used data from 262
baccalaureate-granting institutions to determine degree attainment rates and characteristics of
students who persist. This study was a follow-up to a study conducted by Astin, Tsui, and
Avalos (1996) which analyzed similar data sets. Astin and Oseguera (2005) reported that a
gender gap still exists among students where females attain degrees at higher rates compared
to males. In addition, the gender gap in four-year retention rates has also increased from 1998
from 6.4% to 7.1%.

Hours Enrolled

Aragon and Johnson (2008) used a t-test analysis to determine if hours enrolled in a
semester had an effect on distance learning course completion in community college students.
They found distance learning students, who enrolled in more credit hours (µ=4.32), have a
higher completion rate than students with less credit hours (µ=1.48). A t test was conducted to
perform this analysis and hours was shown to have a moderate effect (Aragon & Johnson,
2008).
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Social Presence

Quality interaction between the participants in the course can help improve student
college persistence (Croxton, 2014). Interaction can take place with student-student
interaction and instructor-student interaction. Ivankova and Stick (2005) conducted a
qualitative study to look at the experiences of students with community building in an online
course. Their study revealed that students who engaged in communications with each other
and the instructor had more positive learning experiences and were more likely to be retained
in the distance learning program (Ivankova & Stick, 2005). The participants for this study
were all in a doctoral program, were between the ages of 33-52, were employed full time, and
most were paying non-resident tuition. Students in a doctoral-level course may be more
motivated to perform well in online classes than undergraduate students. In a similar
qualitative study looking at experiences of graduating community college students, Clark
(2012) found a sense of belonging to positively correlate with college persistence. In her
study, she found that even participants who did not share common lifestyles with each other
appreciated sharing their struggles with their online classmates and felt that type of support
helped them feel a sense of belonging in their online classes. She found that encouragement
from faculty and peers to positively impact persistence among students of all ages and
ethnicities. Her participants were recruited from a Hispanic-serving institution, but the racial
identities of the participants were not identified. One can assume they were more likely to be
from a minority-represented population.
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Berger and Braxton (1998) conducted a study at a private residential university which
supports these results. The sample for the study was relatively large (n=718) with the
participants being sampled at three intervals: at the start of the fall semester, midway fall
semester, midway spring semester. The results show a positive correlation between social
integration (peer interactions and faculty interactions) and the intent to return the following
semester. The sample for this study was taken from a private prestigious university which
resulted in a homogeneous population. The results may not be generalized for a more diverse
student population. Boston et al. (2009) conducted a large study (n= 28,877) that supports
these results. They used linear regression to determine if social presence could predict
persistence. They looked at student records the semester following the one in which they had
given the instrument measuring social presence. Thus, their study looked at actual persistence
rates, not just intent to persist. They found a strong correlation between the indicators of
social presence and actual persistence.

Challenges in Distance Learning

The main concern with online learning is centered on lower levels of persistence
(Jaggars et al., 2013; Rovai, 2002c). In Brown’s (2012) study comparing online and landbased classes, more students had dropped the online course than the land-based course during
the time period of the study. Jaggars et al. (2013) conducted a large study to compare the
failure/withdrawal rates of online courses with face-to-face courses at community colleges. In
their study, they defined failure/withdrawal rates as students who paid tuition for the class but
failed to receive credit for the course. They found failure rates in online courses to be
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significantly higher than face-to-face courses, with students enrolled in developmental online
courses having a failure rate twice as high as students enrolled in developmental face-to-face
classes.
This dissertation analyzes three possibilities for the lower persistence rates in online
courses suggested by Jaggars (2011): access, lack of structure, and social distance.

Access

Access in online learning includes having technology readily available, knowledge to
use this technology, and support services to enhance learning. Rowntree (1995) believes
students enrolled in online classes need certain skills that differ from students enrolled in
face-to-face courses. These skill sets include computer and Internet skills. Deficiency in
online students’ skills can lead to higher dropout rates for these students. (Rovai, 2003). Rovai
believes this can be remedied by providing online course orientations to help familiarize
students with the technology that will be used in the course.
Wang, Shannon, and Ross (2013) surveyed over 250 students to determine the
relationship between technology self-efficacy and course outlines in online learning. They
found that students who had higher technology self-efficacy got better grades in their online
courses. Wang et al. (2013) also suggest students who have had more experience with online
courses have higher levels of technology self-efficacy. One limitation of this study is that
course grades may not correlate with course outcomes or necessarily capture student learning.
Another limitation was the low response rate (12%) for the surveys. Last, all data were selfreported, including grades, which may not reflect the actual grade received in the course.
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Wang et al. (2013) support Rovai’s (2003) assertion that providing online orientations for
online courses can help improve course performance.
Burmester, Metscher, and Smith (2014) point out that for students born prior to 1970,
computers may not be a part of their everyday life and lack of access and ability may be a
hindrance to succeeding in distance learning courses. As a result, it may be more difficult for
this generation to self-regulate their learning using distance learning technologies. Similarly,
low-income students have less access to online courses. A challenge for online education is
providing access to students who come from low-income households (Jaggars, 2011; Lei &
Gupta, 2010). Jaggars (2011) identified barriers for low-income students as not having access
to infrastructures required for online courses and the extra cost often associated with online
courses, which can be prohibitive. She further asserts that in low-income homes there is less
access to an up-to-date computer and high-speed Internet (Jaggars, 2011). She suggests
policies be put into place to provide low-income students with an at-home computer, printer,
Internet access, and skill training.

Lack of Structure

Compared with traditional courses, online courses tend to be less structured than faceto-face courses (Jaggars, 2011). This is partly due to the asynchronous nature of online
courses, which provides flexibility for the students but can also create feelings of the course
being unstructured. There is a high degree of learner control within online courses, and some
students, with lower degrees of learner control, may not excel in online courses due to the
seeming lack of structure. Vamosi, Pierce, and Slotkin (2004) conducted a study to determine
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students’ perceptions of distance learning courses. They designed a novel, dual approach
using two sections of a financial accounting course that transitioned from traditional to
distance learning during the semester. Thus, the same sample served as its own control group
while in the traditional learning section of the course. This design helped account for
extraneous variables and the role of self-selection. They found that students felt less efficient
in their use of time during the distance learning component of the course. This study was
conducted at a private southeastern engineering university, and the results from this study
may not be applicable to public higher education institutions. Additionally, students enrolled
in an engineering university may not reflect the attitudes of students from different majors.
In distance learning, a highly structured course helps make up for the physical distance
that occurs between the instructor and students. Lee and Rha (2009) define course structure as
consistent planned online activities that are presented in small steps and have a deadline. This
includes providing a course orientation, sequencing of material, management of course pace
and learning speed, and strict grading policies. Thus, the structuring of distance learning
courses may positively influence student success.

Social Distance

Muilenburg and Berge (2005) conducted a large (n=1,056) exploratory factor-analysis
study to determine students’ barriers to online learning. Lack of social interaction was the
most commonly reported barrier to online learning. Moreover, the variable Social Interaction
was positively correlated with online learning enjoyment, effectiveness of online learning, and
the likelihood of taking another online class. This study was a correlational study and not a
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causal study. Thus, the authors do not ascertain that increased social interaction would lead to
better course outcomes.
Wheller (2002) conducted a study that looked at perceptions of learning support in
distance education courses. He used remote and local students for the sample populations.
Local students were enrolled at a local college and had access to the instructor at all times.
Remote students were enrolled in rural telecourses and did not have face-to-face access to the
instructor. He had a relatively small sample (n=30) and used one-way analysis of variance to
test the data. Remote students in distance education courses had fewer conversations than
local students enrolled in distance education courses. Remote students experienced less inperson meetings which resulted in fewer conversations. Additionally, he also discovered that
remote students in distance education courses received more support but expected more
support for their learning. A limitation of this study is the vague definition between local and
remote students. What does it mean to have access to an instructor at all times? Does this refer
only to face-to-face contact or some other type of contact? Are students offered face time via
the Internet? These factors may have provided more insight into the differences between the
two sample populations.
In a similar study conducted by Ritter, Polnick, Fink II, and Oescher (2010), they
compared students’ perceptions of sense of community in online, hybrid, and face-to-face
classes. For this study, a face-to-face class was defined as a class where students attended
lectures in person and little to no online work was required. A hybrid class was defined as a
class where students met face-to-face less than 50% of the time and had an online component.
An online class was defined as a class where 100% of the work was conducted online (Ritter
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et al., 2010). A survey was used to measure responses on sense of community and data was
analyzed using inferential analysis. They found that although all students experienced sense of
community in their classes, students who were enrolled in face-to-face or hybrid classes
perceived higher levels of sense of community compared to students enrolled in online classes
(Ritter et al., 2010).
Barbour, McLaren, and Zhang (2012) conducted a small qualitative study on the
perspectives of students attending virtual high school courses in a rural area in Canada. They
found the majority of students interviewed felt a lack of sense of community in their online
classes. The students rated their online education as enjoyable but did not feel a social
presence in the online classroom. A few students interviewed even mentioned they felt
isolated and alone in the virtual classroom setting.
Social presence provides students with opportunities to interact with their instructor
and each other. Many learning management systems have technology that allow instructors to
increase social presence through the use of blogs, discussion boards, online chats, texting,
emailing, instant messages, and so on (Burgess & Caverly, 2010). The use of these tools can
help decrease the sense of social distance among students in online courses.

Conclusion
Community colleges have played a significant role in society’s agenda for all
individuals to not only have access to higher education but to succeed and graduate with some
type of credential (Bailey, 2012). Community colleges provide a bridge that helps individuals
achieve success in higher education. Distance learning courses are becoming more popular in
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community colleges because they offer a broader range of flexibility to meet the needs of the
students. However, students are not succeeding in distance learning courses at the same rate
as in face-to-face courses (Jaggars et al., 2013; Rovai, 2002c).
Much of the research on sense of community has focused on undergraduate and
graduate students enrolled in four-year higher education institutions. A lack of research exists
on the relationship between sense of community and online learning effectiveness in
community college students. This dissertation attempts to answer the question of whether
higher perceptions of sense of community in online courses positively affect learning
outcomes for students enrolled in online courses at a community college. The next chapter
presents the methodology used for this study.

CHAPTER 5
METHODOLOGY

The purpose of this study was to determine if a relationship exists between sense of
community, course performance, and college persistence and if creating a higher sense of
community leads to better course performance and college persistence. Previous studies have
found there is a relationship between sense of community and positive college outcomes (see
Garrison et al., 2000; Harris, 2006; Rovai, 2000). This research delves deeper by looking
specifically at course performance, as measured by grades, and semester-semester persistence.
Furthermore, all of the above-mentioned studies focus on four-year institutions in which
students tend to form a more homogeneous student population (Bailey, 2012). This study
analyzes results from a community college which has a more diverse representation of
students (Mullin, 2012). Last, this study looks at how students perceive sense of community
in the distance learning classroom. This will help future distance learning course designers
create courses that promote sense of community. This section presents the methodology
employed to conduct this study. Research design, population and sample, sampling strategy,
and instrumentation are presented in this chapter.
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Research Questions

The overarching research question for this study is to determine the extent of the
relationship between sense of community, course performance, and college persistence. Sense
of community was measured through the use of the Classroom Community Scale (CCS)
developed by Rovai (2002b).
The following questions have been formulated for this study:
1. To what extent does sense of community in distance learning courses relate to course
performance?
2. To what extent does sense of community in distance learning courses relate to college
persistence?
3. How might sense of community be nurtured in a distance learning course?
The rationale underlying the research hypotheses in this study are based on the literature
review presented in Chapters 2 and 3. With this in mind, the following research hypotheses
have been created. Higher levels of sense of community will result in better outcomes for
course performance. Higher levels of sense of community will result in higher levels of
college persistence. Higher levels of course performance will result in higher levels of college
persistence.

Hypotheses

H01: Sense of community in distance learning courses is not related to course
performance.
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H11: Sense of community in distance learning courses is related to course
performance.
H02: Sense of community in distance learning courses is not related to college
persistence.
H12: Sense of community in distance learning courses is related to college persistence.
This study is a non-experimental, cross-sectional, correlational design. To address the
first two research questions, quantitative methods were employed. Specifically, statistics were
used to gather information and interpret that information. This was an appropriate way to
measure these research questions because they provide the structure and standardized
techniques to help analyze data sets (Gravetter & Wallnau, 2011). Specifically, inferential
statistics were employed because they have the ability to generalize findings from a sample to
a population. The purpose of this study is to discover if improved levels of sense of
community in the classroom can improve course success and college persistence. Information
collected came from a population sample, and the use of interferential statistics allows the
researcher to take the results and apply them to a larger population. To address the third
research question, qualitative methods were employed. Qualitative methods were used to
discover the particulars of how students experience sense of community in their distance
learning courses. This method is appropriate because it helps the researcher understand the
students’ perspectives as they relate to sense of community in the classroom, and it allows
participates to give specific examples of their experiences in the classroom (Merriam, 2009).
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Research Design

A correlational design based on postpositivist worldview was used for this study. A
postpositivist worldview “holds a deterministic philosophy in which causes probably
determine effects or outcomes” (Creswell, 2009, p. 7). This view posits that one cannot be
certain that one’s version of truth is absolutely correct. Postpositivists attempt to explain
reality while knowing these explanations are fallible. Thus, absolute truth cannot be achieved.
Postpositivist researchers generally do not attempt to prove a hypothesis, but rather indicate a
failure to reject the null hypothesis (Creswell, 2009). With this in mind, postpositivists use
data to either justify a theory or reject a theory. It is not used to prove a theory because, in the
postpositivist viewpoint, a theory can never be proven. This approach believes that “human
knowledge is not based on unchallengeable, rock-solid foundations – it is conjectural”
(Phillips & Burbules, 2000, p.26). Thus, this research used this approach to determine
whether sense of community could impact course performance and college persistence.
Although this research will not arrive at the absolute truth, it is a good attempt at discovering
factors that encourage a particular outcome. However, keep in mind that future research may
discover other explanations for the correlations being examined in this study. Last, inferential
statistics allow one to generalize findings from a probability sample to a population (Creswell,
2009).
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Population and Sample

The community college from which the sample was obtained is a large institution
located in a large midwestern city.2 School data were retrieved from the National Center for
Education Statistics (NCES) for the school year 2012-2013. Approximately 14,000 students
attend Anytown Community College, with a majority of the students attending school part
time (NCES, 2014). The majority student base is White with Hispanic and Asian/ Pacific
Islander the next most represented (NCES, 2014). Anytown Community College offers eight
associate degrees and over 40 certificates (NCES, 2014). Demographic data for the Anytown
Community College is presented in Table 1.

Table 1
Demographic Data for Anytown Community College 2012-2013 (NCES, 2014)
Descriptive Data

Percent of Students

Full and Part-Time Status
Full-Time Status
Part-Time Status

37
63

Students by Race
Race/ethnicity Unknown
Two or more Races
White
Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander
Hispanic
Black or African American
Asian

5
3
55
1
23
4
10

Enrollments in Distance Education
Enrolled in some distance education
Not enrolled in any distance education

8.8
87.5

2

To improve readability, this institution will be referred to as Anytown Community College.
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Anytown Community College offers credit courses in traditional face-to-face formats,
blended formats, and distance learning formats. The college uses the Blackboard course
management system for all of its courses. This system provides instructors with a web-based
shell than holds course content and provides online tools such as discussion boards, wikis, and
blogs. Courses are offered as a regular-semester session (16 weeks), late or early start session
(12 weeks), or a half-semester session (8 weeks). Distance learning courses are held
asynchronously online throughout the session. This means that students can complete the
required coursework on their own time. There are no structured times when the class meets.
Most courses offer a face-to-face orientation session that provides information about the
course and the Blackboard system used to deliver course content.

Sampling Strategy

The sample for this dissertation came from Anytown Community College. All
distance learning courses offered in Spring 2015 were invited to participate. These courses
were identified through the college’s internal website. The researcher has a professional
relationship with the Institutional Research Department at Anytown Community College. The
researcher provided the introduction letter to potential participants, letter about survey,
survey, and reminder letter to participate to Anytown Community College’s Institutional
Research Department. SurveyMonkey was used to disseminate the survey.
An electronic web survey was selected as the mechanism to deliver the survey because
distance learning students are off campus for their classes. Thus, students and teachers do not
have a common time or place where they could convene to administer and take the survey.
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The other advantages to using an electronic survey are (1) they are less expensive to
administer, (2) more complex statistical analyses can be performed because data can be
exported into a statistical program, and (3) there is a reduction in human error because data
sets can be downloaded directly (Evans & Mathur, 2005; McPeake, Bateson, &
O’Neill,2014). Although online surveys are relatively easy to administer, one of the
disadvantages to online surveys is their lower response rates compared to paper surveys
(McPeake, Bateson, & O’Neill, 2014; Nulty, 2008).
The survey was hosted on Anytown Community College’s SurveyMonkey account. In
Spring 2015 there were approximately 1,400 students enrolled in distance learning courses.
The goal for a sample size was approximately 70-140 participants, which would mean that the
researcher would have to obtain at least a 5% response rate. This rate is lower than what is
generally expected from electronic surveys because responses rates for electronic surveys
given out to Anytown Community College’s students tend to have lower response rate, which
can be attributed to the large amount of email communications that are administered to
students during the semester (B. Gerambo, personal communication, June 5, 2015). To
achieve this response rate, the researcher employed factors from the tailored design
perspective developed by Dillman (2007).
The tailored design perspective’s purpose is to increase participation rates for surveys,
which is established through “respondent trust and perceptions of increased rewards and
reduced costs for being a respondent” (Dillman, 2007, p. 27). Furthermore, several contacts
were made with potential participants because repeated contacts with potential participants
have been shown to increase response rates (Dillman, 2007). In late April, the researcher
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instructed Anytown Community College’s Institutional Research Department to send all
students who were enrolled in a distance learning course in Spring 2015 an email introducing
the study, stating the significance of the study, and advance appreciation for considering the
study (see Appendix A). These strategies have been shown to increase trust of the potential
participants and increase social rewards for participating in the study (Dillman, 2007). One
week after the initial emails were sent, potential participants were sent another email about the
survey and a link to the survey (see Appendices B and C) from Anytown Community
College’s Institutional Research Department. This letter restated the purpose and significance
of the study and provided initial directions for taking the survey. The time frame of one week
was selected because Dillman (2007) suggests that no longer than one week should lapse
between contacts. One week after the survey was emailed, potential participants were emailed
again (see Appendix D) to thank those who submitted the survey and remind non-responding
contacts of the survey, particularly how the survey would be used to improve online
education.

Instrumentation

A pre-existing instrument, the Classroom Community Scale (CCS) developed by
Rovai (2002b) was selected for use in this study. Data for this dissertation came largely from
the CCS which has been shown to provide reliable and valid measures of sense of community
in the distance learning classroom (Rovai, 2002b). Additional questions were developed to
measure persistence, course performance, and experiences of sense of community in the
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distance learning classroom. In the next sections, the CCS and augmented questions are
presented and further explained.
The CCS is a 20-item Likert scale that measures sense of community in a classroom.
This survey was chosen because of its ability to be used in a variety of classroom formats,
including the distance learning classroom. Other surveys on classroom community (Kettering,
1987; Lounsbury & DeNeui, 1995) were not chosen because they focus on sense of
community in a school setting, not a classroom setting. The CCS consists of ten items (odd
numbered) that measure feelings of connectedness in a classroom and ten items (even
numbered) measure the degree to which students feel part of a learning community (Rovai,
2002b). Feelings of connectedness in Rovai’s (2002b) survey are based on McMillan and
Chavis’s (1986) and McMillan’s (1996) definition of sense of community which looks at
feelings of connectedness, spirit of community, trust of others, and support. Within definition
of community, the characteristics are independent of the setting. Thus, one can measure
feelings of community regardless of the physical or virtual boundaries set by that community.
On the other hand, both Hill (1996) and Rheingold (1991) assert that some characteristics of
community are based upon a specific settings. The second subscale of this scale “addressed
classroom-specific community issues pertaining to feelings regarding interaction among
community members as they pursue the construction of understanding and the degree to
which members share values and beliefs among each other regarding the extent to which their
educational goals are being met” (Rovai, 2002b, p. 201). In other words, this subscale will
measure at sense of community as it supports learning in a classroom environment.
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The raw scores for the CCS range from 80-0; higher numbers would indicate higher
levels of sense of community (Rovai, 2002b). In order to analyze sense of community with
the CCS, one must add the values associated with the responses on the Likert scale. For items
1, 2, 3, 6, 7, 11, 13, 15, 16, and 19, the following point system was assigned: 4 = strongly
agree, 3 = agree, 2 = neutral, 1 = disagree, 0 = strongly disagree. For items 4, 5, 8, 9, 10, 12,
14, 17, 18, and 20 (which were negatively worded): 0 = strongly agree, 1 = agree, 2 = neutral,
3 = disagree, and 4 = strongly disagree (Rovai, 2002b).
The classroom community survey possessed a Flesch-Kincaid grade level score of 6.6
and a Flesch reading ease score of 68.70 (Rovai, 2002b). The grade level score is based on the
United States school grade levels and the Flesch reading score is a number on a 100-point
scale in which higher numbers indicate easier readability (Rovai et al., 2004). Internal
consistency was calculated using Cronbach’s coefficient α, with an obtained coefficient of
0.93 and an equal-length split-half coefficient of 0.91. Generally, a reliability coefficient of
.70 or higher is considered acceptable in most social science research, and coefficients higher
than α=0.90 are considered excellent. Internal consistency coefficients were also calculated
for the connectedness and learning community subscale, which were 0.92 and 0.87
respectively (Rovai, 2002b). Face validity, or content validity, was determined by three
experts who teach educational psychology. They were given the initial survey, which
consisted of 40 questions, to rate on a 4-point Likert-type scale as totally not relevant, barely
relevant, reasonably relevant, and totally relevant. Only items that scored a totally relevant
score were included in the survey.
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Additional items were developed to measure course performance and college
persistence (see Appendix C). To address college persistence, an item was added that asked
whether the participant intended to register or had registered for college for the following
semester. Previous studies have found this is an appropriate way to measure persistence (see
Braxton et al., 1995; Pascarella et al., 1983). Intent to persist has been shown to work as a
predictor of subsequent institutional commitment (Bean, 1983; Cabrera, Nora & Castaneda,
1993). Furthermore, a positive correlation has been shown between internal attitudes/
intentions (I intend to register next semester) and behavior follow-through (Godin & Kok,
1996). One item asked potential participants to report the grade they expected to receive at the
end of the semester. Because the timing of the survey was given at the end of the semester,
potential participants were able to correctly identify their grade. In Drouin’s (2008) study on
sense of community and achievement, she determined that students were adequately able to
estimate their course grade at the end of the semester. She gave a survey during the last three
weeks of the semester and another one after the semester was completed. Her results showed
a high correlation between estimated course grade and actual course grade (Drouin, 2008).
Open-ended questions were developed to measure what activities in the distance
learning classroom contributed to sense of community (see Appendix C). The purpose of
these questions was to determine specific activities that improve feelings of sense of
community. Additionally, questions were developed to determine what activities hindered or
decreased sense of community. The purpose of these questions was to discover the
perspectives of sense of community for students in a distance learning course. Data was
analyzed using an open-coding system (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). First, all the responses were
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read and major themes were identified. Next, categories were created to begin the initial
sorting. Next, all responses were read again and assigned a category. Responses were
assigned to one or more categories. Categories and responses were evaluated to determine if
changes needed to be made to the coding system. Next, themes within the categories were
identified. Last, patterns and trends were identified within each category and interpreted
(Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).

Human Subjects Considerations

Precautions were taken to minimize risks/harm for the study participants. First, the
survey was anonymous. Thus, participants could not be identified. SurveyMonkey, the
platform that distributed the survey to potential participants, protects its data using Norton and
TRUSTe. In addition, IP addresses from devices where the survey would be taken are stripped
before data is entered in the system. Thus, one cannot match a computer or other identifying
information (e.g., email address) to the survey data. Estimated time to complete the survey
was minimal: 20 minutes. None of the items on the questionnaire posed threats to emotional
or social stress. Two perceived risks for the participants could be their identity would be
revealed, which could impact their course grade. To address this concern, a statement was
included in the letter for potential participants that included a guarantee of anonymity and a
statement that their instructor would not be able to identify who participated in the survey or
the results of the survey.
Potential participants were informed about the potential benefits for this research.
First, it would help add to the body of research that links sense of community to college
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persistence and course performance. Second, it would help distance learning course
developers gain a better idea of the activities in a distance learning course that promote sense
of community. Once these have been identified, they would be able to use those activities in
their own distance learning classrooms to promote sense of community. Third, it would
inform distance learning course developers of the importance of creating sense of community
in the classroom. This would impact future distance learning courses by providing additional
tools to improve course performance and persistence. Last, it would help potential participants
reflect on their own experiences in a distance learning course and to the quality of education
they are receiving.
Participants were eligible to participate in the study if they were currently enrolled in a
distance learning course, aged 18 or over, taking the course for a grade (did not audit the
course), and agreed to participate in the study. Participants were excluded from the study if
they were not aged 18 or over.
Documentation of consent was not required because there was minimal risk to the
participants. Additionally, due to the anonymous nature of this study, an informed consent
document was the only document linking participant participation to the study.

Analysis

Several statistical methods were employed to analyze survey results. Descriptive
statistics were used to analyze demographic data from participants (age and gender) which
were included in the survey. The dependent variables in this study are course performance
(RQ1) and college persistence (RQ2). For the first research question (RQ1) related to course
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performance and sense of community, ordinal regression was used to analyze the results
because the dependent variable (grades) is an ordinal figure. Logistic regression analysis was
be used to answer the second research question (RQ2). Logistic regression was chosen
because the outcomes for those questions are binary. Thus, students either intend to persist or
do not intend to persist. For this study, course performance was measured by student selfreported letter grades that they thought they would receive at the end of the course (A, B, C,
D, or F).
College persistence was measured through an item that asked whether the student
intended to register the following semester. Participants were given two options for this
answer (yes, no). Course performance is an ordinal variable and college persistence is a
binary variable. In addition to serving as the outcome variable in RQ1 and RQ2, course
performance also served as a predictor variable in RQ3. Sense of community served as the
predictor variable in RQ1 and RQ2. Sense of community was measured using a 5-point Likert
scale of potential responses: strongly agree, agree, neutral, disagree, and strongly disagree
(Rovai et al., 2004). Scores on the Likert scale ranged from 0-4, with higher numbers
indicating a more favorable response. The instrument score for measuring classroom
community can range from 0-80. The total score on the CCS was used to measure the variable
sense of community. The subscales within the survey were not analyzed separately because
this study is interested in the total score for sense of community, not the individual
components.
Data received from the qualitative portion of the survey was coded for themes. The
following steps, as suggested by Creswell (2002, 2013), were taken to analyze the short-
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answer section of the survey. First, a preliminary reading was conducted of all of the written
answers to gain familiarity with the answers. Notes were taken on this data and included short
phrases to summarize main points presented in the answers (Creswell, 2013). Second, the data
was coded according to themes that were identified. Creswell (2013) suggests starting with a
short list of codes (five or six) to aggregate the data. All of the data was separated into these
codes. Third, these six codes were analyzed and expanded into common themes. Code labels
for this study were generated using in vivo codes. In other words, the names given to identify
codes came from the narrative itself and not from some predetermined list of codes (Creswell,
2013). Fourth, themes were analyzed for connections and interrelated themes. Last, a
narrative and summary were created based on the themes found in the data (Crewell, 2002,
2013).

Summary

This chapter presented the methodology techniques that were used in this study. The
research questions and hypotheses were presented to further identify the scope of this study,
and the sample population and sampling strategies were discussed.
Data collection took place during the Spring 2015 semester. The end of the semester
was chosen because students would be able to estimate their final grade for the distance
learning course (Drouin, 2008). Furthermore, students would have experienced most of the
online class and would be better able to answer questions related to sense of community at the
end of the semester.
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The next chapter provides a detailed analysis of the results. Demographic data is
summarized, and hypotheses are answered and results are presented.

CHAPTER 6
RESULTS

This chapter presents the data analysis of this study. The purpose of this study was to
determine the relationships between sense of community and course performance and college
persistence. Furthermore, this study looked at the experiences of distance learning students to
determine what activities in the distance learning classroom contribute to sense of community.
The instrument used to measure sense of community was developed by Rovai (2002b) for the
explicit purpose of measuring sense of community in the distance learning classroom. Course
performance and persistence were measured using additional items.
In the following sections, demographic data are presented along with a description of
the sample population. Ordinal and logistic regressions were used to analyze survey results,
and qualitative data analysis techniques were used to analyze open-ended questions.

Sample

All participants for this study were enrolled in at least one distance learning course
during the Spring 2015 semester at a large midwestern community college. Participants were
asked to provide information on their gender and age to provide demographic data.
Additionally, participants were asked to complete a 20-item Likert-scale survey with two
additional questions related to course success and college persistence. Last, there were open-
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ended questions at the end of the survey that asked about experiences that contribute to sense
of community in the distance learning course.
The total number of participants who completed this study was 75, which resulted in a
5% response rate. Of these, 68 of the participants were used for the final analysis. Each
respondent was allowed to skip two questions measuring sense of community in order to be
included in the final analysis. This still accounts for 90% of the survey answered, and because
the mean of the sense of community scores was used to analyze data, skipping up to two
questions still provided an adequate picture of the total sense of community. One respondent
skipped 11 questions on the CCS and was excluded from this study. Six respondents skipped
the questions related to expected course grade and intent to persist. They were also excluded
from the final analysis.

Demographic Data

Table 2 shows descriptive statistics for the demographic characteristics of the sample.
Most of the participants (73.5%) were female. The most common age groups were 40 or over
(30.9%) and 18 to 21 (29.4%). Descriptive statistics for the two dependent variables in this
study are shown in Table 3. The most common expected final grade was an A (57.4%). Most
of the remaining participants believed they would receive a B (23.5%), with relatively few
participants believing that they would receive a C (7.4%), a D (1.5%), or an F (1.5%). Most
of the participants (77.9%) planned to persist into the next semester.
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Table 2
Descriptive Statistics for the Demographic Characteristics of the Sample (N = 68)
Variable
Gender
Male
Female
Missing
Age group
18 to 21
22-29
30 to 39
40 or over
Missing

n

%

14
50
4

20.6
73.5
5.9

20
17
8
21
2

29.4
25.0
11.8
30.9
2.9

Table 3
Descriptive Statistics for the Dependent Variables (N = 68)
Variable
Final grade
A
B
C
D
F
Missing
Persistence
No
Yes

n

%

39
16
5
1
1
6

57.4
23.5
7.4
1.5
1.5
8.8

15
53

22.1
77.9

Descriptive statistics for the sense of community scale are shown in Table 4. Scores
ranged from a low of 3.16 to a high of 75.79 with a mean of 44.99 (SD = 15.06). The internal
consistency reliability (Cronbach’s alpha) for the sense of community scores was .89,
indicating that the scores had a high level of reliability.
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Table 4
Descriptive Statistics for the Sense of Community Scale (N = 68)
Variable
Sense of
Community

Min.

Max.

M

SD

3.16

75.79

44.99

15.06

α
.89

Univariate outliers are extreme values on a single variable, whereas multicollinearity
looks for high correlations among predictor variables. Data does contain one univariate
outliers (see Figure 1). The one case was rechecked to determine if there was an error in
entering scores. There appears to be none. Since these values are plausible, the data will be
left as is.

Figure 1. Univariate outliers.
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Research Question 1

The first research question of this study was: To what extent does sense of community
in distance learning courses relate to course performance? The null hypothesis for this
research question was:
H01: Sense of community in distance learning courses is not related to course
performance.
In order to test this null hypothesis, an ordinal regression analysis was performed with
sense of community scores as a predictor of course performance. Given that only one subject
reported an expected grade of D and only one subject reported an expected grade of F, these
two individuals were combined with the participants who expected a grade of C to ensure an
adequate number of participants at each level of the dependent variable. Thus there were
three grade levels consisting of A (coded as 3), B (coded as 2), and C, D, and F (coded as 1).
Better grades were coded with higher numbers so that high scores indicate better grades.
Several assumptions are involved in the use of ordinal regression. First, it was
assumed that the dependent variable is ordinal. This assumption was met because the
dependent variable, course performance, was measured on an ordinal scale as A, B, and C or
lower. Second, it was assumed that there is no multicollinearity among the independent
variables. In the ordinal regression analysis for this study, there is a single independent
variable (sense of community scores), and therefore multicollinearity was not an issue. Third,
it was assumed that the observations are independent, which was satisfied because each
participant only provided one set of data. Fourth, ordinal regression requires the assumption
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of proportional odds, which means that the independent variable (sense of community scores)
has the same effect at each cumulative level of the ordinal variable. Thus, the effect of sense
of community scores on expected grades is the same for the difference between grades of A
and grades of B as they are for the difference between grades of B and grades of C, D, and F.
This assumption was examined with the test of parallel lines which was not statistically
significant, χ2(1) = 1.19, p = .276. The non-significance of this test indicated that the
assumption of proportional odds was met.
Table 5 shows results from the ordinal regression model. Sense of community scores
were statistically significant in this model, Wald (1) = 8.18, p = .004. The positive estimate of
.07 indicated that higher sense of community scores were associated with higher grades
(given the nature of the coding of final grades). Thus, the first null hypothesis of this study
was rejected, and it was concluded that sense of community in distance learning courses had a
positive relationship with course performance.

Table 5
Results from Ordinal Regression Model with Sense of Community Scores as a Predictor of
Expected Final Grades (N = 62)
Variable
Sense of Community

Estimate

SE

Wald

df

p

.07

.02

8.18

1

.004
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Research Question 2

The second research question was: To what extent does sense of community in
distance learning courses relate to college persistence? The corresponding null hypothesis
was:
H02: Sense of community in distance learning courses is not related to college
persistence.
A logistic regression analysis was performed for this null hypothesis because the
outcome variable, persistence, was measured as a dichotomous variable. Persistence was
coded as 0 = no, 1 = yes.
Several assumptions are involved in performing binary logistic regression. First, it
was assumed that there were only two possible values for the dependent variable, which was
the case in this study. Second, it was assumed that the observations were independent, which
was met because each individual provided only one set of data. Third, the assumption of
multicollinearity was not an issue because there was only one independent variable in this
analysis. Fourth, it was assumed that independent variable scores are linearly related to the
log odds from logistic regression model. This assumption was tested with the HosmerLemeshow test, which was not statistically significant, χ2(8) = 1.85, p = .985. The nonsignificance of this test indicated that the assumption of linearity was met.
Table 6 shows the results from the logistic regression model. The model as a whole
was not statistically significant, χ2(1) = .92, p = .338. In addition, sense of community scores
were not statistically significant, Wald(1) = .28, p = .596. Therefore, the second null
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hypothesis of this study was not rejected and it was concluded that sense of community in
distance learning courses was not related to college persistence.

Table 6
Results from Logistic Regression Model with Sense of Community Scores as a Predictor of
Expected Final Grades (N = 68)
Variable

B

SE

Wald

df

p

Exp(B)

Constant
Sense of Community

.02
.46

.02
.87

.93
.28

1
1

.336
.596

1.02
1.58

Research Question 3

The third and final research question of this study was: How might sense of
community be nurtured in a distance learning course? The second part of the survey consisted
of open-ended questions to discover how distance learning students experience sense of
community in the distance learning classroom. Specifically, what activities contributed to
sense of community and what activities discouraged sense of community? Data was coded
using open-coding methods as described in the previous chapter (Creswell, 2013). There were
382 total responses that were received from participants. All responses were transferred to a
Word document for ease of reading. During the first reading, two major themes were
identified: promoting sense of community and discouraging sense of community. Each of
these is discussed below. The qualitative data is presented in the way it was provided by the
participants. No editing was made for grammar or spelling.
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Activities That Promote Sense of Community

Based on feedback from distance learning students, two main categories emerged
when discussing which activities promote sense of community. Data for the first theme (those
who felt a sense of community) was re-read and separated further into two groups (instructorstudent communication and student-student communication). Each of these areas was re-read
and coded for themes. Table 7 presents codes for instructor-student interaction.

Table 7
Themes for Promoting Sense of Community: Instructor-Student Interaction
Code

Definition used for this study

Timely Response

Instructor responds to students in a manner they feel is
acceptable.

Feedback from Instructor

Instructor provides feedback on assignments.

Sense of Caring

Instructor interacts with students in a caring manner.

Students responded they want to be able to connect with their online instructor. One
important theme that came out of this data was receiving a timely response from instructor.
Thirty-eight percent of students indicated they felt connected to their instructor when they
received quick responses to their emails. Many students felt a stronger sense of community
when their instructor replied to them quickly. Two participants wrote: “I've emailed her a
couple of times with questions and she has been responsive and helpful.” “I felt very
connected to the teachers who answered my email questions quickly.”
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This analysis revealed that students want to be able to contact their instructor and
receive same-day or next-day answers. Unlike a face-to-face classroom where questions can
be answered immediately, there is a delay in receiving answers in a distance learning
classroom. This delay can cause frustrations among students and a lack of connection among
students. One student responded:
I don't feel very connected to my teacher at all. I don't think that's a bad thing; it's not
like I feel disconnected, I just don't really have any feeling towards her. One thing I
have struggled with in this class (and other online classes) is that it seems to take
teachers longer to respond and/or grade than if I was taking a regular class and I could
just attend office hours.
A delay in response can also inhibit learning. One of the principles in social
constuctivisim is the “more knowledgeable other.” This concept allows someone with more
expertise in the subject area to assist someone with less expertise (Vygotsky, 1978). Delay in
responses also delays learning as it would be difficult to move on to new or more advanced
concepts when one is struggling with an earlier concept. As one student indicated, “I used to
feel connected in [course name], but her replies are a week late and we are already on a new
chapter.”
While immediate feedback is not possible in a distance learning course, especially if
students are using email to ask questions, it is possible to respond in a timely manner. It is not
possible to define what kind of time frame would indicate a timely manner by the responses
and limits of this study; some students indicated one day as acceptable when waiting for a
response, as indicated below:
Teacher is very helpful and answered to email questions same day with detailed
explanation.
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If I have any questions, I don't hesitate to ask her thru e mail and I get clear and
detailed reply before the day ends. I feel she understands my doubts about the subject
and is there to help me.
The second theme that came out of the data analysis for instructor-student interaction
was instructor feedback. Responses indicate students would like to receive written feedback
on assignments completed in class and that this feedback helps them feel a connection with
the instructor. Twenty-seven percent of students responded they felt connected to their
instructor when they received feedback on assignments. Some of the responses that address
feedback and connectedness were:
She gave feedback on almost everything.
I am getting feedback about my projects.
Knowing how I'm doing in the class and hearing the feedback she gives is very helpful
and connecting.
At least there was feedback about ideas/situations experienced.
The last theme for instructor-student interaction was a sense of caring on the part of
the instructor. Twenty-two percent of students responded they felt connected with the
instructor when there was a general sense of a caring displayed by the instructor. Students
indicated this sense of caring can be formed through communication (i.e., email) between
themselves and the instructor.
With the particular class I am taking right now, the teacher is so nice to talk to
online. We have conversations all the time. Other than commenting on other
students, when we turn in homework, the teacher likes us to comment on the
topic so she can respond. It's like talking to the teacher as well.
The kind and encouraging comments.
I felt that she cared about me understanding the material.
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This idea of caring goes beyond the learning objectives of the classroom and includes
interaction that goes beyond the learning objectives into the realm of personal interactions.
Students indicated that when they were able to share personal communications with the
instructor and vice versa, it promoted a connection with the instructor. When instructors
opened up a bit about their lives, students felt they were more approachable and thus felt more
connected to them.
Professor [name] is very honest and open with her students. She tells us many details
about herself, which makes her seem more approachable and connected to us.
I felt that by her showing us what she looks like and what her family looks like is
making her more open to us. This makes me feel that I can email her if I have a
question or problem. Not many teachers get personal, especially in an online
environment.
She is very encouraging and kind. I felt at ease when communicating with this
professor about anything or everything. :)
She tells us what is going on in her life and this makes me feel that she genuinely cares
about her students.
Participants also responded they want to be able to connect and communicate with
their peers. Themes were established for this theme and are presented in Table 8. Thirty-four
percent of students indicated they felt connected when there were opportunities to interact
with their peers. They wanted to be able to “talk” with other students in the online class. Their
responses indicated they felt connected when they would share personal information with
their peers and be able to dialogue with them in the classroom. As indicated by the students,
this dialogue should take place on a more personal level, not just an academic focus.
We did a introductory discussion board post. We had to comment on another students
post and “introduce” ourselves online.
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In the beginning of the class, we [students] were to complete a “About Me” discussion
board.
That they were sharing something personal.

Table 8
Themes for Promoting Sense of Community: Student-Student Interaction
Code
Open Dialogue/Sharing

Definition used for this study
Students are able to “talk” with each other in a DLC

Helping Behaviors

Students are able to seek help and provide help on course
activities

Discussion Boards

Discussion boards are set up to promote student
communication

Group Work

Group and collaborative learning is promoted

Furthermore, this open dialogue helped students identify with their peers by finding
common ground with them. Students indicated they were able to feel connected when they
were able to find commonalties between themselves and their peers. Thus, it creates a positive
start to creating a trusting relationship between each other in the distance learning classroom.
Students begin to see each other as members of a community and begin the process of getting
to know one another in the classroom rather than being just names.
Talking to students about what I do for a living and how one of my classmates
children is into robotics also.
We were able to find common ground between faceless names through responses to
each other's thoughts and opinions.
Common interests
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We had similar situations in our lives.
The second theme that came out of the student-student interaction was a sense of
helping behaviors among their peers. Fifteen percent of students indicated they felt connected
to other students when they were able to receive help from other students and when they were
able to help their fellow students. These behaviors are linked to classroom activities and
include both being helped by other students and being able to help other students. These
feelings contributed to sense of community because they felt they were able to depend on
their peers for help regarding classroom activities.
When I was confused about an assignment and I posted my question and multiple
people got back to me very soon with an answer.
Being able to discuss ideas and ask each other for help.
I actually supported my classmate who was not so familiar with quick books like me,
and I helped her with homework assignment.
I knew a person in the class and it was great seeing that person again. Even though I
am the one who explains the stuff by explaining I feel like I understand better.
The third theme that was identified in student-student interactions was participating in
discussion boards. An overwhelming number of comments analyzed (52%) mentioned the
word “discussion boards” and students felt connected to their peers when they had a place to
“talk” about classroom activities with their peers. Providing this area in the learning
management system and creating assignments that centered on discussion board participation
encourage sense of community among students because they make students interact with one
another. Discussion boards provide an area where students can communicate about classroom
material and create meaningful dialogue related to classroom learning.
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The discussion boards have been helpful in staying connected with fellow students.
I feel connected with fellow students in an online class when we participate in
discussions.
The discussion groups rely on a intelligent discourse between students and I feel I
have benefited from this.
I like the class discussions we have on Blackboard. With all the students it's really
hard to follow what everyone is saying but I think it's the closest thing an online class
will get to being like a real-life in class discussion. You see people asking questions,
answering them, and posing other questions back. In that way, you can tell that
everyone is just trying to learn and better understand the material.
The last theme for student-student interaction was identified as group/collaborative
work. Almost 20% of students stated they want opportunities to work in small groups to
complete classroom assignments. They felt more connected with their peers when encouraged
to collaborate and work together on projects.
We had to write a paper for my journalism course. So, the instructor paired us up and
the girl I worked with had very similar life experiences as I did. That sparked a
connection, and now we're good friends.
I felt a little connected when we had to work on Wiki pages in a (stated) class. This is
the only class that I have taken online where I felt a small sense of community.

Activities That Discourage Sense of Community
Data for the second theme (those who didn’t feel sense of community) was analyzed
and three main themes were identified (Table 9).
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Table 9
Themes for Discouraging Sense of Community
Code
Definition used for this study
No Connection/Communication There are no activities that promote communication among
students
Didn’t fit in

Students felt they didn’t fit in with each other. They had
no commonalities with their classmates.

Individual Learning

Students felt that online courses promote individual
learning and that there was no need to connect with other
students.

The first theme that came up with students is that there is no connection to other
students in the distance learning classroom. In this section, almost 25% of students felt there
were no opportunities for interaction amongst each other and this resulted in low levels of
sense of community.
I feel so disconnected from the instructor and classmates. This is my first online course. I will not enroll in another one again. I prefer classroom learning.
I didn't feel connected with my fellow students because there was no real
communication that was done with them.
First online class I've been in an online class and I didn't even know who my
classmates were at all.
The second theme that was identified for activities that discouraged sense of
community was not feeling like they fit in with other students. Nine percent of students felt
they didn’t share any characteristics with their fellow students. Students wrote that they felt
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they were older than most of their peers and didn’t have anything in common with them.
Thus, no community was felt because there wasn’t a sense of shared traits.
I am an older student. Most students are from a younger age bracket.
I frequently feel disconnected from students in my class because there is such a
varying degree of education, age, etc. between all of us. While we are all trying to
learn, I have found that this whole course is a review of things I already know and I
see other students in the class struggling with them. The gap in knowledge about the
class' topic discourages me from connecting with other students.
The last theme that was identified for this section was the basis of online learning is
centered on individual learning, not group learning. For this section, 8% of students
responded that they felt the nature of online learning is individualized. For most responses,
there doesn’t seem to be regret that they didn’t connect with their peers. It seems like students
who mentioned individualized learning were happy and content with that type of learning.
In my opinion, online course is individual learning.
I haven't really felt like students support my learning. Not in a bad way, but online
classes are more learning on your own. Which is great.
Students who did not feel sense of community in the distance learning classroom
provided three reasons in their responses to describe why they felt no sense of community in
the classroom. The first was that there were no opportunities for students to interact with one
another. These results reveal that some distance learning courses are not set up to promote
sense of community. The second reason was that students felt disconnected from each other
due to differences in age and educational backgrounds. Perhaps these students would feel a
greater sense of community if they had the opportunity to learn more about each other at the
beginning of the course. Last, students felt disconnected from each other because they felt a
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distance learning class involved individual learning, not cooperative learning. These classes
may have been set up where students were on their own and were responsible solely for their
own work. Thus, interactions with other students were not promoted. Those who commented
on individualized learning did not feel like they were missing out; rather, it perpetuated their
own ideas of online learning.

Summary of Findings

This chapter contained a description of the results from this study. The first research
question was: To what extent does sense of community in distance learning courses relate to
course performance? The results showed that sense of community in distance learning courses
had a positive relationship with course performance. The second research question was: To
what extent does sense of community in distance learning courses relate to college
persistence? The results showed that sense of community in distance learning courses was not
related to college persistence. The last research question was: What experiences in a distance
learning course contribute to students’ feelings of community? The comments related to
positive experiences of sense of community in the distance learning classroom fell into two
major groups: Instructor-student interaction and student-student interaction. These two groups
were then further explored to find major themes that promoted sense of community. Students
commented they want to receive timely responses from their instructors. When they email a
question, they want a response within one day. This creates an environment that is supportive
to learning and allows the students to make a connection with their instructor. Second,
students want to receive feedback from the instructor on classroom assignments. Students

123
want to know how they are performing in class and feel more connected in the distance
learning classroom when they receive feedback on classroom assignments and activities. Last,
students want to feel their instructor cares about them on both personal and academic levels.
Students want to know their instructor connects with them and wants them to succeed in the
classroom.
The second set of comments related to sense of community involved student-student
interaction. Students desire opportunities to “talk” with each other in a distance learning
classroom. For this section, students commented on basic interaction that doesn’t relate to
classroom activities. They just want a virtual place to be able to interact with each other.
Second, students feel connected to each other when they are able to help one another or
receive help from their classmates. When looking at these behaviors through the lens of
social constructivism, these helping behaviors serve as the more knowledgeable other where
one person is able to push another person past the point of incomprehension to the point of
comprehension or learning (Vgotsky, 1978). Third, students want discussion board forums
formally set up by the instructor for the purpose of engaging with their peers in classroomrelated activities. Many students commented on the benefits of discussion boards and how
they are used to promote intellectual discussion on a classroom topic. Last, students
mentioned feeling most connected with each other when they are expected to work in groups
or collaborative teams. Many students mentioned they felt most connected when they had a
small group to work with to complete a learning task.
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For students who did not feel sense of community in the distance learning classroom,
additional categories were assigned: no connection/communication, didn’t fit in, and distance
learning is individualized learning.
In the next chapter, these results are discussed in the context of past research and
recommendations are offered for educational practice and future research.

CHAPTER 7
DISCUSSION

This chapter summarizes the study and discusses the significance of the study in order
to improve learning, success, and persistence in distance courses.
This study used qualitative and quantitative methods to help determine if sense of
community in a distance learning course improves course success and college persistence. As
previously mentioned, students in distance learning classrooms perform at lower rates than
students in face-to-face classrooms (Dawson, 2006; Kuo et al., 2013). Thus, the intent of this
study is to add to the current literature regarding best practices in distance learning course
success aimed at community colleges.
A survey was given out during the end of the Spring 2015 semester to students
enrolled in a distance learning courses at Anytown Community College. The Classroom
Community Survey (CCS), developed by Rovai (2002b), was used to measure sense of
community in the distance learning classroom. Logistic and ordinal regressions were used to
analyze the results from this survey. In order to determine what distance learning classroom
activities promote sense of community, short-answer questions were developed and analyzed
using qualitative methods.
The following questions were formulated for this study:
1. To what extent does sense of community in distance learning courses relate to course
performance?
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2. To what extent does sense of community in distance learning courses relate to college
persistence?
3. How might sense of community be nurtured in a distance learning course?
Descriptive statistics were used to analyze survey demographic data and those results
were presented in Chapter 5. The relationship between course performance and sense of
community was measured using ordinal regression analysis. This was chosen because the
dependent variable (expected grades) is an ordinal measurement. Logistic regression was used
to measure the relationship between sense of community and college persistence. This
statistical analysis was chosen because the dependent variable being measured is a binary
option. Students either intend to persist or not.
The last research question looked at the experiences of students in distance learning
classrooms. Specifically, which experiences contributed to sense of community? To gather
data on this aspect, open-ended questions were included on the survey that was distributed.
Data was analyzed using an open-coding system (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). Results from these
analyses were presented in Chapter 6.
This section discusses the findings of this study, pedagogical implications, and
theoretical implications based on the results from this study.

Discussion of Findings
Sense of Community and Course Performance

An ordinal regression analysis was performed to determine if a relationship exists
between expected course grades and sense of community. Sense of community was positively
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associated with course performance. In other words, students who scored higher on the sense
of community scale reported higher expected grades for the course. These results are
consistent with current research involving sense of community and learning. For example,
Rovai (2002c) conducted a study and found a relationship exists between sense of community
in distance learning courses and self-reported cognitive learning. This relationship was also
shown in a study conducted by Baturay (2011), who also found sense of community was
positively related to cognitive learning.

Sense of Community and College Persistence

A logistic regression analysis was performed to determine if a relationship exists
between sense of community in a distance learning classroom and college persistence. The
analysis revealed that a relationship does not exist between the two. This is contrary to some
of the research in the field of distance learning, persistence, and sense of community (Clark,
2012; Croxton, 2014; Ivankova & Stick, 2005). For example, Harris (2006) found a
relationship existed between sense of community in a degree program and obtaining that
degree. Thus, students who felt a sense of community persisted until they completed their
degree program. For this study, persistence was not related to sense of community in distance
learning courses.

Experiences That Contribute to Sense of Community

Open-ended survey responses to questions related to activities that promote sense of
community in distance learning courses fell into three main categories: instructor-student
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interaction, student-student interaction, and those who didn’t feel sense of community. The
open-coded analysis of instructor-student interaction fell into three themes: timely response,
feedback, and a sense of caring on the part of the instructor. Additionally, the open-coded
analysis of student-student interactions fell into four themes: open dialogue/sharing, helping
behaviors, discussion board, and group work. These are further discussed below.

Instructor-Student Connections

Students felt connected to their instructor when they received timely responses from
the instructor. In their responses, students generally mentioned email as the predominant
mode of communication. Email communications and timely responses are both components
of social presence and instructor immediacy which have been shown to have a positive
relationship with the development of sense of community in the classroom (Rovai, 2000).
Social presence is the degree to which students feel a part of a group in the distance learning
course; instructor immediacy is defined as the immediate verbal and nonverbal
communication received by the instructor (Rovai, 2000). The nature of distance learning
courses is such that nonverbal immediacy is not possible because there are no face-to-face
interactions. The focus, therefore, remains on verbal communications. Results from this study
indicate most of the verbal communications occur via email. Thus, to achieve teacher
immediacy in the distance learning classroom, timely responses to email favor higher levels
of sense of community. While timeliness was not completely defined in most of the
responses, a few students indicated satisfaction when they received replies.
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Results from this study also indicate that students want to know how they are
performing in the class and appreciate when instructors take the time to provide feedback on
graded assignments. Providing students with feedback on classroom assignments can also
help strengthen instructor immediacy, which also helps build higher levels of sense of
community in the distance learning classroom (Kerssen-Griep & Witt, 2012; Rovai, 2000).
Furthermore, it creates a connection between the student and the instructor and lets the
students feel as though the instructor is active in the distance learning classroom. This
feedback can come in many forms, including acknowledge of an assignment received, written
feedback on coursework, or the posting of grades in a gradebook (Rovai, 2000). Students have
a desire to receive feedback on some aspect of their task performance, and this feedback
allows them to make adjustments to their own classroom work ethics (Kerssen-Griep & Witt,
2012; Ley & Gannon-Cook, 2014). Feedback has been shown to be positively related to
improved students outcomes in distance learning courses (Ley & Gannon-Cook, 2014). Thus,
it can help motivate students to work harder and spend more time and effort on the
assignments they turn in.
Last, under instructor-student connections, students indicate they felt a connection
with their instructor when there was a general sense of caring on the part of the instructor.
Students responded they felt connected when they felt the instructor cared about their success
inside and outside of the classroom. Mann (2014) conducted a study on caring instructors and
found that students believe a caring instructor impacts their level of course success. The
results from her study indicate students felt their instructor was caring when there was an
attention to detail, prompt feedback, and sufficient interaction between the instructor and
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student. Additionally, caring behaviors can also be transmitted via email and can be created
through the use of a personal greeting, expressing concern for the student’s learning, and
establishing rapport with the student (Ley & Gannon-Cook, 2014).

Student-Student Connections

Students made general comments that they want a place where they can interact with
their classmates in the distance learning classroom. Students felt a desire to get to know their
classmates from a personal perspective. This includes the sharing of pictures, background
information, goals, and interests with classmates. In a face-to-face classroom, student-tostudent dialogues are easier to foster because they share a physical space with each other.
Furthermore, students report feeling more satisfied with student-to-student communication in
face-to-face courses (Hazel, Crandall & Caputo, 2014). In face-to-face classrooms, students
are able to put a face to a name and can engage in real-time conversations. Conversely, in the
distance learning classroom, these interactions do not come as naturally because there is no
physical space that students share. To encourage dialogue among students, effort needs to be
made on behalf of the instructor to create a space where students are encouraged to “speak”
with one another. If effort is not made by the instructor to create these spaces, students have
no other way to connect with other students in the classroom.
Students also felt connected to their classmates when helping behaviors were
displayed. Comments included feeling connected when another classmate helped them and
when they were able to help a classmate. This may be more important in a distance learning
classroom where students may feel more isolated in the virtual classroom due to a lack of
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social interaction (Lee, Srinivasan, Trail, Lewis, & Lopez, 2011). Peer support plays an
important role in education because it supports a collaborative work environment and
promotes sense of community in the classroom (Lee et al., 2011). This is supported by other
research that found when students are able to ask each other for help, it promotes sense of
community in the distance learning classroom (Hill, Raven, & Han, 2002). Peer support can
be achieved through discussion boards, group projects, peer teaching, and peer tutoring (Lee
et al., 2011).
Third, students felt connected when there were discussion boards in the distance
learning classroom that promote discussion about a course topic. Many students responded
they felt sense of community when discussion boards were embedded in the course for the
purpose of academic discourse. There is a need for students to be able to share what they
learned with each other and engage in conversations to further interact with the topic and
negotiate meaning. This is consistent with the social constructivist view on learning which
posits that learning occurs when students work together to negotiate knowledge (Vygotsky,
1978). Discussion boards have the ability to create a space where students can dialogue with
one another about course content. Gilbert and Dabbagh (2005) found that when discussion
boards are created and properly managed, they may be used to foster critical thinking skills
among the students. Furthermore, when instructors created detailed and organized
expectations for discussion board postings, it provided a higher quality posting on behalf of
the students. The goal for these discussion boards “is to create a learning environment that
motivates students to engage in positive social interaction and active engagement in learning”
(Rovai, 2007, p. 79). Aligned with the social constructivist view on learning, students need to
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interact with each other and the content to create meaning and deeper understanding of the
course content.
Last, students felt connected when group/cooperative work was assigned, and they
were able to work with other students on classroom assignments. This is supported by Hill et
al.’s (2002) research on community building in the distance learning classroom which found
that students felt working in teams improved their sense of connection and belonging with
others in the course. Cooperative learning “is a learner-centered and team-based approach
based on the constructivist and social learning theories” (Alavi & Dufner, 2005, p. 192).
Cooperative learning encourages higher order thinking and can be a more effective teaching
strategy compared to individualized learning. Alavi and Dufner (2005) found several studies
that compared individualized learning to cooperative learning and discovered that cooperative
learning resulted in better outcomes for student achievement, attitudes towards their learning
experience, and motivation to learn. Because students are working with each other on a
course-specific task, this method of teaching involves student-student interaction which can
positively influence sense of community in the classroom (Hill, Raven, & Han, 2002).
Conversely, students who didn’t feel a sense of community fell into three categories:
distance learning courses that didn’t promote interaction among students, they felt they had
nothing in common with their peers, and they felt online courses were focused on
individualized learning.
The first theme for this category is the absence of communication within the course.
Many students responded they didn’t feel a sense of community in their course because there
were no opportunities to communicate with other students in the classroom. There were no
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discussion boards to post comments, group activities, nor any way to get to know other
students in the class.
The second theme for this group came from feelings of uniqueness among the
students. Students responded they had nothing in common with their peers, thus interaction
was difficult. Interestingly, a few students mentioned they were older than most of the other
students in the class and thus had nothing in common when, in fact, the largest age category
of students who responded to the survey were students over the age of 40. Older students may
have the perception that they are the minority age group in their distance learning courses.
Students enrolled in distance learning courses have different demographics compared to
students enrolled in face-to-face courses. For this study, the majority of the respondents were
female and over the age of 40. This is consistent with other research in the field (Drouin &
Vartanian, 2010). Furthermore, other studies have shown that distance learning students are
more likely to work more hours per week outside the home and enroll in fewer credit hours
(Drouin & Vartanian, 2010). Since this study was conducted at a community college, it may
also impact the demographics of students who take a distance learning course. For example,
in general, students in a community college are more likely to be women and older compared
to four-year institutions (Aud et al., 2010). Add to this the differences in demographics for
distance learning courses in community colleges, and it may show there are significant
differences in age and gender compared to face-to-face courses. This may also affect the
results of this study which show that students felt they didn’t fit in with their classmates.
Perhaps if the course provided a forum for students to introduce themselves to each other,
they may have realized they had more in common with each other.
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Last, students who felt no sense of community in the distance learning classroom felt
that distance learning required individualized learning. This category was interesting because
it seemed that students who commented on individualized learning had positive feelings about
their learning experience and preferred to work alone. In a study conducted by Drouin and
Vartanian (2010) looking at students’ desire for sense of community in distance learning
courses, they also found students in distance learning courses who expressed significantly less
of a desire for sense of community compared to students in face-to-face courses. Less than
one-third of students in distance learning courses expressed a desire for sense of community.
This suggests that students enrolled in a distance learning course desire to work independently
since they are more likely to work more hours and have more responsibilities outside of
school (Rabe-Hemp, Woollen, & Huminston, 2009). They may enroll in a distance learning
course with the notion that they just want to do their work and be done with the class versus
students in face-to-face courses who are more likely to work fewer hours and be more of a
traditional college student age (Aud et al., 2010). Additionally, distance learning students may
enroll in a distance learning class because they feel the class will be less interactive which
will allow them to work more independently on course work (Ke & Carr-Chellman, 2006).
These learners choose a distance learning environment to limit the amount of interaction they
have with their peers. Thus, a lack of sense of community is not detrimental to their success
and learning but actually provides a learning environment that helps them succeed at their
own comfort level.
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Theoretical Implications

Education Through Community Building

Education and teaching, in any format, is a human enterprise. In order to support
instruction and knowledge building, instructors must focus on the nature of human
relationships in the classroom. This study analyzed the notion of creating and sustaining
community in in distance learning courses. How does the creation of community impact
learning? What ideas of community are important in creating and building learning networks?
This study supports the gemeinshaft approach to community in which importance is
placed on the emotional bonding of members in a community (Fendler, 2009; Merz &
Furman, 1997). Recall that the gemeinshaft approach to a school community refers to the idea
of mutual concern among the members. In this study, the idea of a caring instructor was one
of the most important characteristics that students attributed to feeling connected with their
instructor. The perception of a caring instructor lends a hand to this approach to community
because it nurtures the instructor-student relationship. Students also connected the idea of
community to being able to dialogue with their fellow students, in both academic and personal
natures. This further supports the gemeinshaft approach to community because the importance
is placed on the quality of relationships within a community (Allen, 2000). Students in this
study wanted opportunities to connect with other students in the classroom. They expressed a
desire for emotional relationships by stating they felt connected when they had caring
instructors and students who helped each other out. Thus, community cannot be fostered in a
virtual environment without the nurturing of the emotional components of community.
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Once the gemeinshaft approach to community has been developed and nurtured, the
social constructivist approach to learning can be developed. This theory states that students
are able to construct knowledge through meaningful interaction with their peers
(Sthapornnanon et al., 2009; Vygotsky, 1978). Recall from the conceptual framework
presented for this study that sense of community supports the theory of social constructivism
by creating a classroom that is focused on the idea of interaction. The four components of
sense of community (spirit, trust, interaction, common expectations) can be seen as
ingredients needed to create and promote meaningful interactions in the virtual classroom.
This can lead to students who feel connected to those around them and are better able to grasp
and understand the concepts being presented in the course. The creation of knowledge is
inherent in the social environment surrounding students (Adams, 2007). Thus, the interaction
and connections felt between students and with students and the instructor provides a platform
where learning becomes an active process of development (Adams, 2007), and sense of
community can foster a social environment in the distance learning classroom that supports
the creation and manipulation of knowledge.
Language is a key element in the social constructivism theory which maintains that
language provides the framework for ways to communicate, share ideas, and express our
thoughts with one another (Ahn & Class, 2011; Oldfather et al., 1999). It becomes the basis
for communication, and students who felt sense of community in the distance learning
classroom maintained this is supported when distance learning courses structure a place where
students can interact and communicate with one another and the instructor. The results of this
study point to the importance of the written word in distance learning courses. For example,
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students most often felt connected when they had opportunities to write to their instructor and
other students. Most often this was presented as participating in discussion boards and email
communication. Thus, in order to build on the principles of social constructivism in the
distance learning courses, many opportunities should be provided to support students’ written
communications.
Results from this study indicate the domain of community in community of practice is
an important component in creating sense of community in the distance learning course.
Recall that the domain of community refers to a group of people who build trust and social
connections with each other with the intent of serving an educational purpose (Wenger et al.,
2002). The purpose is successful course completion. Students wanted to see helping behaviors
from their classmates, which supports the idea of a community of practice because the domain
of community must be developed before the function of a community of practice can take
place (Wenger et al., 2002).
In conclusion, this study maintains the principles of social constructivism and
community of practice are achieved through the development of a gemeinshaft approach to
community. Members must first be able to build emotional connections with each other that
are supported through the use of written communication. Providing multiple and meaningful
opportunities for written communication between the students and the instructor help nourish
sense of community in the classroom, which supports the social constructivist approach to
learning.
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Community and Society in the Digital Age

The popularity of social media and the use of modern technology have changed the
way people interact with each other (Grabowicz, Ramasco, Gonçalves, & Eguíluz, 2014).
People are no longer restrained by physical boundaries and have the ability to communicate
with one another across the globe. These technologies have created new ways for people to
interact with one another and have implications for how people are able to build communities
and maintain relationships within the virtual realm (Brown, 2011).
While physical daily interactions are the best predictors of the creation and
maintenance of social networks, communities are no longer bound by geographical and
physical restraints (Grabowicz et al., 2014). The current generation is one that has grown up
with social networking being the norm. In today’s age, young people are able to form virtual
relationships that are just as powerful as face-to-face relationships (Brown, 2011).
Furthermore, young children are being introduced to social networking via gaming sites
created with toddlers in mind (Brown, 2011). However, social networking is not just for the
younger generation; it has spread its wings and reached out to the older generation as well. In
2008, more than 20 million social networkers were aged 50 or older (Brown, 2011). Social
networking and other technologies have made it possible for people to form virtual
communities that serve a variety of needs (i.e., emotional, social, political, etc.). The results
from this study suggest that community building occurs in virtual spaces, and the support of
these communities can enhance the way people interact with one another and with society.
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Furthermore, social ties can be strengthened or weakened by community activities in the
virtual world.
What, then, is the implication of community in the digital age? Mobile devices are
promoting strong community ties among people who are able to communicate with one
another at the drop of a hat (Brown, 2011). These virtual communities can help strengthen
emotional bonds between people and encourage the formation of social and civic capital
(Shah, Kwak, & Holbert, 2011). Therefore, one must ask what is the nature of community in
the digital age and how does it contribute to society?
As mentioned in the literature review, one of the original purposes of community
college was to promote democracy by providing more opportunities for the citizens of our
country to be educated (Mullin, 2010). Thus, the focus remains to create responsible citizens
who are active in the civic culture of our society. There are two opposing viewpoints on how
new technology has impacted the citizens of this nation. One side maintains that the ability to
have information at one’s fingertips creates a more engaged and informed citizen; the other
side maintains that citizens are less engaged in the civic nature of society because they are, in
essence, couch potatoes whose level of human contact has diminished and who are less likely
to engage in civic community actions (Nie & Erbring, 2002).
The results from this study suggest that community can be achieved in virtual settings,
and perhaps the encouragement of community in these virtual settings can improve civic duty
and engagement among its citizens. Participation rates in civic community actions can help
identify how involved citizens are within their society. Shah et al. (2011) maintain there are
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three indicators of civic community actions which include life satisfaction, trust in others, and
engagement in community activities.
Today’s youngest generation, the Millennials, have grown up with technology at their
fingertips. They do not know a world without social media and are considered to be one of the
heaviest Internet users (Shah et al., 2011). Putnam (2000) contends the Millennial generation
is less satisfied with their lives compared to older generations due to the lack of social ties that
are created by face-to-face interactions. On the other hand, Foote (2014) contends the
Millennial generation tends to be more optimistic compared to previous generations. Kraut et
al. (2002) conducted a study and determined that greater Internet use correlated with more
positive psychological and social outcomes and, in general, life satisfaction. Social ties are not
constrained by physical interactions but rather how well people connect with each other. This
approach to community is one that lies within the virtual world and has changed in the way
we are able to connect with others. Thus, the impact is of these new technologies is not social
isolation and loneliness but rather a new world that allows us to connect with people from
across the globe who share similar interests with us.
The majority of people who use the Internet report using it for communication
purposes (Kraut et al., 2002). The expansion of the Internet has allowed for increased
communication among people and helps support the creation of new relationships based on
shared interests. Some researchers are not as optimistic. Nie and Erbring (2002) conducted a
study and discovered that the more time people spend on the Internet, the less time they spend
with people face-to-face. While they conclude this means people are becoming less social,
their study also found that a large percentage of Internet users (90%) use email to
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communicate with other people (Nie & Erbring, 2002). Perhaps another conclusion is that
people are more engaged with one another through the use of emai, and that Internet use
supports community by providing the medium to connect with others across space and time
boundaries. Bargh and McKenna (2004) argue that the Internet contributes to an increase in
social support and trust by providing membership to specialized groups that would be difficult
to organize face-to-face due to time and geographical restraints. As suggested by this study,
trust can be built virtually, and community building does occur virtually. Rather than focusing
on the lack of physical interaction, one must look at the quality of virtual social interactions.
Community activities include the participation in volunteering and community
projects (Shah et al., 2011). These virtual communities may support civic engagement
because they create a space for users to find new information and connect with others with
similar interests (Rheingold, 1991; Shah et al., 2011). In a study conducted by Shah et al.
(2011) on Internet use and civic participation, they found a positive correlation between
Internet use for information exchange and civic participation among all three generation
groups sampled. The Millennial generation, which are the heaviest Internet users, have a very
strong sense of civic duty, community, and volunteerism (Foote, 2014). This suggests that the
Internet and social media venues can have a positive effect on our society by promoting civic
engagement.
With the popularity of social media and technology, some have argued that the notion
of community is diminishing due to the lack of physical social interactions among people,
which can decrease civic participation among the citizens of our country (Nie & Erbring,
2002). However, this research suggests that community in virtual settings can support civic
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participation by providing a medium for communities to take hold without the limits of
physical space and time. Thus, even though the notion of community is changing due to the
Internet and the way it has changed how we communicate, community is still present in the
virtual world and supports a strong society by promoting citizens who are active, educated,
and connected with others.

Pedagogical Implications

As mentioned in previous chapters, community college plays an important role in
providing a stepping stone for students to either enter the workforce or transfer to a four-year
higher educational institution (Cohen & Brawer, 2003; Mullin & Phillippe, 2013). To help
meet the diverse needs of community college students, community colleges have begun to
offer more distance learning courses. With many community colleges being measured on
completion, the role of distance education can help community colleges achieve this goal by
providing more opportunities for students to complete coursework at their leisure. However,
distance learning courses have struggled to provide equal rates of course success and
persistence compared with face-to-face courses (Saba, 2000b; Tutty & Ratliff, 2012).
As shown in this study and previous studies, providing higher levels of sense of
community have been shown to improve course success in distance learning courses
(Dawson, 2006; Kuo et al., 2014). Thus, the question arises, how do we improve rates of
sense of community in the distance learning classroom?
Perhaps to address this question, one must first look at instructors who teach distance
learning courses and focus on professional development for distance learning instructors.
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Recall that there has been research that shows distance learning courses have the potential to
provide educational outcomes similar to or greater than to face-to-face courses (Brown, 2012;
Fjermestad, Hiltz, & Zhang, 2005; Larson & Sung, 2009). In a recent study conducted by
Gallup, only 29% of faculty who teach a distance learning course strongly agreed with the
statement that distance learning courses can achieve student learning outcomes similar to
face-to-face courses (Jaschik & Lederman, 2014). How can one effectively teach a distance
learning course if there isn’t a strong belief that this format is equal to that of a face-to-face
course? Thus, professional development for distance learning course instructors should first
identify the equality of distance learning courses to face-to-face courses. Additionally,
instructors who do not believe distance learning courses can achieve similar learning
outcomes to face-to-face courses should not be assigned as a distance learning instructor.
Distance learning instructors should feel confident in delivering their curriculum via the
distance platform.
To further delve into this question, the Gallup poll asked faculty which factors are
important in measuring the quality of a distance learning course. The majority of respondents
felt that providing meaningful interaction among students is an important measure of
measuring quality in a distance learning course (Jaschik & Lederman, 2014). If the majority
of faculty believe that providing meaningful interaction in distance learning courses improves
the quality of the course, how does one go about creating such environments that promote
interaction? Thus, it seems that faculty perceptions of distance learning courses are positively
correlated to providing opportunities for meaningful interaction. One can make the
assumption that faculty are either unaware of the strategies and tools that can be used in
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distance learning courses to create an environment that promotes meaningful interactions.
Thus, to address faculty concerns regarding distance learning courses, the focus should be on
educating faculty about the ability of distance learning courses to promote a strong sense of
community and provide professional development opportunities to help faculty create
distance learning courses that contain high levels of community among the students.

Improving Sense of Community in the Distance Learning Classroom

Responses from this study indicate students feel a sense of community when there are
opportunities to interact with other students and there are opportunities to interact with the
instructor. Thus, professional development opportunities should focus on creating ways to
improve communication and interaction among those groups, which will result in an increase
in sense of community. Based on the results from this study and other research, a model was
created to illustrate ways to improve sense of community in the distance learning classroom.
These are presented in Figure 2.
Students desire to connect with each other in the distance learning classroom in both
academic and personals ways. Thus, it is imperative that instructors design courses that foster
these connections.

Student-Student Connections

Results from this study indicate that academic connections among students in the
classroom can be fostered through the creation of discussion boards and cooperative/group
assignments. Discussions boards in a distance learning classroom are threaded areas where
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Developing Sense of
Community in the
Distance learning
classroom

Student-Student
Interactions

Academic Connections
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- Group/collaborative
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- Discussions related to
classroom content

- find common ground
with other students

Figure 2. Fostering sense of community in the classroom.
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- Instructor feedback
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students can come together to share ideas and respond to each other’s ideas. Successful
discussion boards need to be focused and allow for students to create and respond to
meaningful discussions surrounding a topic (Iannou, Demetriou, & Mama, 2014). It becomes
a space where students are asked to discuss a specific topic, read each other’s responses, and
reflect on other viewpoints. To encourage meaningful discussion board posts, instructors
should provide students with motivation to participate in discussion boards and provide clear
expectations (Rovai, 2007). Motivation can be achieved by placing a grade value on
discussion board postings (Rovai, 2007). Posting in discussion boards is not enough to satisfy
the requirement. The purpose of discussion boards is to create a place where meaningful
discourse can occur between students. Meaningful discourse is defined as the “ability of
learners to demonstrate critical thinking skills by relating course content to prior knowledge
and experience, interpreting content through the analysis, synthesis, and evaluation of others’
understanding, and making inferences” (Gilbert & Dabbagh, 2005, p. 6). To encourage deep
thinking in discussion boards, it is suggested that instructors provide early examples of
discussion board postings and provide a grading rubric that explains the expectations for
discussion board posts (Iannou et al., 2014; Rovai, 2007).
Cooperative/group assignments create a learning environment that supports
knowledge construction through social interactions (Iannou et al., 2014). Learners engage in
discourse to construct knowledge together and complete an assignment that is the result of
collaboration, cooperation, and mediation among its members (Iannou et al., 2014). Tucker
(2014) further describes cooperative learning as activities that involve the mutual engagement
of learners to solve a problem. Furthermore, cooperative learning in distance learning courses
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can help strengthen sense of community (Hiltz, Benbunan-Fich, Coppola, Rotter, & Turoff,
2000; Rovai, 2000). To create cooperative learning activities, instructors need to design
assignments that account for both group activity and individual learning activity (Tucker,
2014). Thus, students need to be accountable as a group and as individuals. Ideas for creating
cooperative distance learning assignments include the use of wikis, blogs, and outside sources
for students to work together to create a final product. Wikis and blogs are embedded in most
distant learning management systems (Tucker, 2014). One of their purposes is to create an
environment where students can collaborate on a shared assignment. Instructors can establish
teams of students to create a wiki page on a certain topic (Hill et al., 2002). Groups then
negotiate roles and tasks to complete the assignment. Final products can be shared with the
entire class at the conclusion of the assignment. Assignments can be graded on individual
effort and final group product to ensure accountability for all (Tucker, 2014).
Students desire to make personal connections with each other, which can help build a
strong sense of community (Rovai, 2007). These can also take place in discussion boards, but
the purpose here is not to encourage critical thinking regarding a topic, but to encourage
socio-emotional discussions with the purpose of strengthening sense of community (Rovai,
2007). These discussion boards should be separate from the topic-based discussion boards, as
they are personal in nature. Their purpose is to allow students to make connections with each
other which can strengthen sense of community in the classroom (Garrison, Anderson, &
Archer, 2001; Hill et al., 2002; Rovai, 2007). These discussion boards, unlike the ones
mentioned above, are not graded nor moderated by an instructor. An effective discussion
board is one where the students are the ones doing most of the talking, and the instructor is
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mostly out of the picture. This allows the students to engage in open, non-classroo- related
dialogue with one another. The purpose of discussion boards is to allow students to create
discourse with one another on a personal level and create personal connections with other
students in the class. These discussion boards should be advertised to students as a place to
meet and talk with their classmates. Rovai (2007) suggests giving these boards fun names
such as the coffee house, water cooler, or cafeteria to encourage students to interact with one
another.

Instructor-Student Connections

Students desire to connect with their instructors in a distance learning classroom.
Transactional distance is defined as the communication space between learners-instructors
and learners-learners (Rovai, 2000). As communication increases between the instructor and
student, transactional distance decreases, which may result is a feeling that the instructor cares
about his/her students.
Results from this study indicate that students who felt a connection with their
instructor relate it to the instructor’s caring. Myers, Goodboy, and members of COMM 600
(2014) conducted a study and found a positive relationship exists between students’ selfreports of their cognitive learning and perceptions of having a caring instructor. Caring
behaviors can be incorporated in distance learning through instructor actions via the written
word (Plante & Asselin, 2014).
Mann (2014) lists three ways to create a caring distance learning environment:
instructor’s attention to detail and clarity, instructor’s prompt and detailed feedback, and
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instructor’s prompt response to students’ questions. Although the factor did not appear in the
results of this study, providing clear classroom expectations and directions for assignments
can enhance the feeling of being cared for on the part of the students. The second two factors
discussed by Mann (2014) were found in this study, and although they were presented
separately from a caring instructor, they are indeed related. Perhaps instead of looking at
instructor-student interaction as three separate components, one can look at the idea of a
caring instructor and place the other components under that category. Thus, it becomes a
hierarchical relationship with caring at the top and providing a timely response and feedback
as tasks to support a caring instructor.
Providing a timely response to students helps create a caring virtual environment. It
shows students that the instructor cares about their thoughts and questions and conveys
respect for the student (Plante & Asselin, 2014). Thus, to improve sense of community in the
distance learning classroom, instructors should have timeliness guidelines on how they
respond to students (Plante & Asselin, 2014). Instructors can outline in their syllabi how they
handle online communication, specifically email, since this tends to be the general form of
communication between students and their instructor. This can help students gauge how long
they should be expected to wait to hear from their instructor and help reduce anxiety in the
classroom. Results from this study and others suggest that response time of one or two days is
acceptable to be considered a timely response (Ley & Gannon-Cook, 2014).
Feedback is an essential tool in the teaching field because it “enables learners to
monitor and evaluate their own learning processes” (Ley & Gannon-Cook, 2014, p.25). For
feedback to be meaningful for students, it should contain specific attributes of the student’s
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work and, when possible, include positive messages as well as critiques. Generally, the more
detailed the feedback is, the better able the student is to learn from the feedback (Ley &
Gannon-Cook, 2014). Not all students require the same amount of feedback. Instructors
should use their own judgement to determine which students require more feedback from
others.
Last, the use of synchronous sessions can help improve connections made between
instructors and students. In this study, less than 2% of the responses indicated a preference for
synchronous sessions online; however, this is still an area that can have a positive impact on
improving interactions. Chickering and Gamson (1987) emphasize the importance of good
communication between the instructors and students as one of the principles in their model of
good practices in education. Synchronous sessions can support interactions between the
instructor and students by providing real-time communication that results in immediate
feedback and answers for students (Kuo, Walker, Belland, Schroder, & Kuo, 2014). This realtime communication is conducted in an online forum or through an Internet tool which can
range from video chats to text-based chat. Kuo et al. (2014) conducted a study on students in a
distance learning course that utilized synchronous sessions as the main teaching pedagogy.
The results from their study indicate that students felt connected to their instructor and other
students, and these two factors were positively related to student satisfaction. This suggests
that synchronous sessions in distance learning courses can positively impact student success
by improving rates of satisfaction (Kuo et al., 2014). Cox, Carr, and Hall (2004) agree that
synchronous sessions can improve interactions among instructors and students, but they feel
these levels of interaction are useful in creating community in the distance learning
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classroom. Hiltz and Turoff (2002) affirm the use of synchronous sessions as a way to
improve communication between the instructor and students related to affective activities.
Affective activities, from the role of the instructor, are meant to build relationships and trust
among students. They assert that clear and frequent communication can help build trust
among students, which helps them deal with course uncertainties.
There are many technology tools that can be utilized for distance learning synchronous
sessions (e.g., Adobe Acrobat Connect, Wimba, Collaborate). Some are embedded in the
learning management system and others are Internet based. While there are opportunities to
include synchronous sessions in distance learning courses, there are some challenges to
incorporating these technologies. First, many students enroll in distance learning courses for
the flexible nature of the class (Chingos, 2012). Although asynchronous sessions are flexible
in terms of location, they are not flexible in time. That is, the instructor must set up a time that
students must be online in order for the session to take place. Some students may have
difficulty in scheduling these sessions and may not be able to participate because of
scheduling conflicts (Lietzau & Mann, 2009). This may be a hindrance to some students due
to the lack of flexibility. Lietzau and Mann (2009) discuss the challenge of using synchronous
technologies for those who haven’t been trained in these technologies. Professional
development must be offered to distance learning instructors in order for them to become
comfortable using the technology tools to offer synchronous sessions. For students,
technological difficulties may provide a block for participating in these sessions. In a study
conducted by Lietzau and Mann (2009) analyzing the use of synchronous sessions in a
distance learning class, more than half the students who participated mentioned technical or
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software difficulties as a drawback to the use of synchronous sessions. To help overcome the
barriers for the use of synchronous sessions, instructors should offer a few times for the
sessions to occur and offer training in the use of the technical tool used for the synchronous
session. Offering a few time slots for the session to take place improves the chance of students
being able to incorporate these sessions into their schedule while still offering a range of
flexibility. Furthermore, these synchronous session times should be provided at the beginning
of the course to allow students to incorporate those times into their schedules. Technology
how-to sessions should be offered to students to help them learn and practice the use of these
tools for synchronous sessions as well as resources where students can turn to for help when
utilizing these tools.

Practical Recommendations

This section discusses techniques that may be used in the creation and development of
a distance learning course. A few techniques that will be discussed are chunking, discussion
board creation and management, gradebook management, and open-access dialogue.
Chunking is a concept that stipulates students learn best when information is presented
in smaller segments or “chunks” (Simon, 1974). Distance learning courses can borrow from
this idea and have courses set up in modules, where ideas are presented to learners in smaller
bunches rather than in a large batch. One way to achieve this is by dividing course objectives
into modules. I recommend creating weekly modules. This helps the students see the course
as progressive and can focus their attention on the module (week) at hand. In my course, each
week opens on Monday morning and closes Sunday night. Thus, students know they have the
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entire week to complete the items in the module and are able to schedule their time
accordingly. In each module, the following should be included: objectives for the week,
assignments, and a discussion board activity. Each module should be similarly structured so
that students learn to know what to expect each week. Stated objectives provide the students
with the whole picture of what they are expected to learn for the week. Stated objectives help
students understand what they are expected to learn and can help them organize the
information accordingly. In addition, each week should contain a variety of assignments.
These can range from traditional worksheets and quizzes to collaborative work related to that
week’s objectives.
In most learning management systems, discussion boards can be set up in groups. I
would recommend creating discussion boards group that consist of four to six students per
group. These groups then remain the same throughout the entire semester or duration of the
distance learning course. The purpose of these discussion board groups is to reduce
transaction distance among students by creating a forum for academic discourse. Discussion
board groups promote community by allowing students to get to know each other and work
together for the duration of the course.
To begin the semester, I have each student post an introductory paragraph and a
picture into the discussion board group. The purpose of this first activity is to allow students
to get to know each other in their groups. The purpose of this initial post is to create an
atmosphere that places students at ease with one another. It helps students put a name to a
face and allows students to recognize commonalities they share. Each week thereafter, a topic
should be presented to discussion board groups to allow for a discussion to take place on a
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particular issue. These guiding questions should be open ended to allow for students to share
their knowledge on a topic. I would suggest creating a deadline during the week for the initial
discussion board post. In my courses, questions are posted in the module on Monday and
students are required to write their post by Wednesday. Students must then read each other’s
posts and respond to each one by the end of the week. I choose Wednesday of the week for
the initial posting because it then provides students with ample time to read each post and
reflect on its content. Students are provided a rubric (discussed earlier in this chapter) to help
them structure their posting to promote deeper thinking and promote greater dialogue. The
attempt is to create an academic dialogue between students.
All learning management systems have a gradebook embedded in the program.
Utilization of this gradebook promotes instructor feedback because it provides students with
ideas on their performance in the course. It also helps them manage their own effort and work
to be successful in the course. However, gradebooks are only helpful if utilized. In my course,
I grade each week’s module on Mondays and email students once grades have been entered
for that week. This provides students a way to check their progress and performance in the
course and make adjustments as they move forward. This promotes the idea of instructor
feedback because it allows students to gather information on the quality of their assignments.
Last, I would recommend creating an area for students to “talk” with one another in a
free open area. An open discussion board should be created for the purpose of allowing
students to get to know their classmates. This area should be separate from the academic
discussion boards to allow students to interact in ways that promote socio-emotional
interaction. Although I have access to this discussion board and check it regularly, I try to stay
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away from moderating it to allow students the freedom to get to know each other. This openaccess discussion board is not graded nor is participation mandatory.
In conclusion, to maximize distance learning course success, this section presented
ways to create a course that promotes the concepts brought about from this study in creating a
course that utilizes activities that promote sense of community. Although all distance learning
courses are different, creating courses that have modules, group discussion boards, an updated
gradebook, and an open-access discussion board can help create community in the classroom
and promote greater course success.

The Impact of Technology in Creating Online Communities

The results from this study suggest a relationship exists between learning and
community. Community, as mentioned in previous chapters, is a word that has many
definitions and theories surrounding its formation viewed through the lens of education. This
study uses the gemeinshaft approach to community, which focuses on creating emotional
bonding between its members (Fendler, 2006; Shields, 2000). Community, therefore, is a
group of people who have feelings of trust and belonging among one another with the
common purpose of achieving a common goal, in this case, learning and course success.
Community is often associated with a group of people in a face-to-face environment.
However, this and other studies suggest that communities can be developed and nurtured in an
online environment (Hiltz & Goldman, 2005). Furthermore, virtual communities are an
enhanced version of face-to-face communities because they can transcend “time and space
barriers that constrain face-to-face collaborative learning activities” (Alavi & Dufner, 2005,
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p.196). Thus, the notion of community in an online environment can be more supportive to
meaningful interactions because it allows the participants the freedom to communicate across
time and space. Participants do not have to be physically present at a certain location at a
certain time; community-building activities can be created and maintained through the use of
technologies that allow participants to participate on their own time and at their own location.
As the field of online learning continues to grow, so does the technology that supports
virtual learning environments (Hoadley & Kilner, 2005). While there are many technologies
available online to support community, the two most commonly used technologies in the
distance learning classroom are email and discussion boards (Alavi & Dufner, 2005). A
discussion board, as mentioned in the previous section, is an “electronic bulletin board for
posting and responding to messages and provides data management capabilities to structure
and organize conference transactions” (Alavi & Dufner, 2005, p. 196). Unlike a face-to-face
classroom where discussion takes place in the present, the asynchronous nature of a distance
learning course provides time for students to reflect on their classmates’ postings and take
their time generating a response. In fact, Menchaca and Bekele (2008) found that the
asynchronous nature of discussion boards allowed for students to take their time and reflect
on what was being shared by other students and take their time in formulating a response to
those students. Email use in the distance learning classroom is usually utilized for one-to-one
messaging between the sender and receiver. Third, the use of synchronous sessions can help
improve community because they allow for immediate feedback and provide real-time
communication between the instructor and students. As technology continues to improve,
there are increasingly more options for improving interaction and community in the distance
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learning classroom. Recent generations have become accustomed to the Internet and are
growing up in an age where communication and interaction commonly take place in the
virtual world (Battalio, 2007). The notion of creating community virtually through online
interaction is attainable through the use of the different technical tools available. Thus,
incorporating the strategies mentioned above can help build community in a virtual setting.

Limitations and Future Recommendations for Research
Limitations are defined as “potential weaknesses or problems with the study identified
by the researcher” (Creswell, 2008, p. 207). This research study has the following limitations:
The community college used for this study is a large one; however, it is only one and
may not reflect the attitudes and beliefs of students from other community colleges. Future
research should be done on many community colleges (rural, urban, and suburban) to
determine if students enrolled in these different types of schools respond similarly.
The sample size for this study was relatively small. Potential participants were emailed
through the college’s institutional research server. All communication was sent through the
community college’s email database. This formality may have deterred potential participants
from opening and participating in the survey. Distance learning instructors are the gatekeepers
to their online students. Perhaps it would have improved response rates if communication had
been filtered through distance learning instructors versus the institutional research department.
This may have provided the motivation for more distance learning students to participate in
the survey.
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In this study, the measure of a student’s intent to persist was measured by a single
question provided on the survey. Although previous studies indicate this is an effective way to
measure this variable (see Braxton et al., 1995; Pascarella et al., 1983), there are other ways to
measure a student’s intention to persist. The sample for this study came from a large suburban
community college. Community colleges are considered a two-year college, thus a single item
on a questionnaire regarding persistence may not present the whole picture. Students may
have answered they do not intend to persist, but this may not have meant they did not reach
their educational goals. Some students may have graduated, some may have transferred, and
some may have just needed a class or two to fulfill an educational goal. Future studies on
intent to persist and sense of community should be done using a persistence scale which can
help measure persistence in light of other reasons not to persist, as mentioned above.
In this study, students who felt a sense of community in the distance learning
classroom reported feeling connected when they received timely responses and feedback from
their instructor. This concept is also known as instructor immediacy, which implies that
students desire timely feedback from their distance learning instructors (Rovai, 2000). Studies
involving instructor immediacy have been done for the face-to-face student, not for students
enrolled in distance learning courses (Rovai, 2000). Students in distance learning courses may
have a stronger desire for instructor immediacy because they are lacking nonverbal cues that
take place in face-to-face classrooms. Future studies should be developed that measure
students’ desire for instructor immediacy in distance learning courses. This could help guide
distance learning course instructors in how they interact and respond to students in distance
learning courses.
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As shown by the results of the qualitative analysis of the study, some students who
reported experiencing no sense of community within the distance learning course did not
desire a sense of community. Future research should be done on the autonomous nature of
distance learning students, particularly the community college distance learning student.
Some research has shown that distance learning students are more autonomous learners
compared to face-to-face students (Rabe-Hemp et al., 2009). Perhaps distance learning
student are more autonomous in their learning and have higher motivation and responsibility
compared to face-to-face leaners. Thus, research should be done to look at personality
characteristics of distance learning students and compare those to face-to-face students to see
if there are differences, particularly differences between online and face-to-face students at a
community college. Distance learning students may have a stronger desire to work
independently, which is what led them to enroll in a distance learning course. This notion is
supported by some research, but it hasn’t been looked at for students at a community college,
which already have different demographic traits than their four-year counterparts (Ke & CarrChellman, 2006; Rabe-Hemp et al., 2009).

Summary
Obtaining a higher education has become more important in today’s society than in the
past (U.S. Department of Education, 2006). Students who obtain higher educational degrees
are more likely to have higher incomes, better jobs, and a higher social status compared to
students who finish their education at high school (Bailey & Morest, 2006; McPhee, 2006;
Xueli, 2009). Community colleges provide opportunities for higher education for students for
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whom traditional four-year universities are prohibitive due to cost, selective enrollment, and
distance from home (Cohen & Brawer, 2003). Enrollments in community colleges have been
on the rise and currently exceed the growth rate of four-year institutions (American
Association of Community Colleges, 2012). Additionally, community colleges attract more
women, low-income, minority, and older students compared to a four-year institution (Mullin,
2012). To help meet the needs of these diverse groups of learners, community colleges offer
courses in the distance learning format and this format continues to grow (Jaggars et al.,
2013).
Unfortunately, success rates for distance learning courses are lower than face-to-face
courses (Moore et al., 2009; Saba, 2000b; Tutty & Ratliff, 2012). Although more students are
enrolling in distance learning courses, their completion rates are lower compared to face-toface courses. Thus the challenge for community colleges and distance learning course
designers is how to improve course success in distance learning courses.
The purpose of this study was to determine if sense of community in the distance
learning classroom can improve course success college persistence. Furthermore, this study
addressed the experiences of students in the distance learning courses to determine which
activities promote sense of community.
This study utilized a questionnaire developed by Rovai (2002b) specifically designed
to measure sense of community in the distance learning classroom. Additional items were
added to measure course success and college persistence. Short-answer questions were
included at the end of the survey to help determine the experiences of students in the distance
learning courses and how they contribute to sense of community. For the quantitative portion
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of the analysis, logistic and ordinal regressions were used to analyze results from the survey.
For the qualitative portion, open coding was used to analyze the short answers provided by
the students.
Results from this study indicate that sense of community in a distance learning
classroom does promote course success. In this study, course success was measured by
students’ estimate of their final grades. Students who felt higher levels of sense of community
in the distance learning classroom reported higher grade expectations. Conversely, this study
found no relationship existed between sense of community in the distance learning classroom
and college persistence. Last, students identified activities in the distance learning classroom
that promoted sense of community in two categories: instructor-student connections and
student-student connections. Under instructor-student connections the following themes were
identified: timely response, feedback from instructor, and a sense of caring on behalf of the
instructor. Under student-student interactions, the following themes were identified: open
dialogue/sharing, helping behaviors, and discussion board posts.
This study supports the notion that sense of community can improve course success in
the classroom. Thus, distance learning instructors should focus on ways to improve sense of
community in the classroom. The focus should be on creating ways for students to connect
with each other and their instructor. Many options exists for creating dialogue in the distance
learning classroom; the two most popular are discussion boards and the use of email.
Furthermore, community colleges should provide distance learning professional development
with a focus on creating sense of community in the classroom.
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It is clear more research needs to be done to determine other ways to improve sense of
community in the distance learning classroom. Furthermore, the sample size for this study
was relatively small and came from one large midwestern suburban community college.
Additional research should be done using a variety of community colleges (urban, suburban,
and rural) to determine if results are consistent.
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Dear Distance Learning Student,
My name is Pardess Mitchell. I am currently a doctoral candidate in Curriculum and
Instruction at Northern Illinois University. I am also an Assistant professor at Harper College.
I am in the process of recruiting community college students currently enrolled in a DLC
(online course) for my study, “The relationship between SOC, course performance, and
persistence in community college DLC”. This study is being completed in partial fulfillment
the requirements for my dissertation. My supervisor is Dr. Joseph Flynn, Assistant professor
of Curriculum and Instruction at Northern Illinois University.
The purpose of this study is to determine if there is a relationship between SOC, course
performance, and persistence for students in a DLCroom. In addition, this study will help
identify which DLCroom activities promote a SOC. The results of this study may be used to
help distance learning instructors create classrooms that promote SOC and ultimately improve
course performance.
In approximately one week, you will receive an invitation to participate in the survey.
Participation in this study is completely voluntary and anonymous.
If you choose to participate in this study, you will be asked to take an online survey via
SurveyMonkey. It should take no more than 20 minutes to complete and should be completed
in one sitting.
One week after that email, a reminder email will be sent out with the link to the survey. If you
have already taken the survey, please disregard the reminder email. It is necessary to send the
email to everyone because due to the anonymous nature of the survey, I will not be able to
identify who has taken the survey and who hasn’t.
This study has been approved by the Internal Review Board at both William Rainey Harper
College and Northern Illinois University. If you have any questions regarding the information
I have presented above, please do not hesitate to contact me at the email address provided
below. If you have any further questions or concerns, you may contact my supervisor, Dr.
Joseph Flynn at jeflynn@niu.edu. If you have any questions about your rights as a research
participant, contact either Dr. David Henningsen, 815-753-7102 or Dr. Michael Peddle, 815753-6142.
Thank you for taking the time to read this information and I hope you decide to participate in
this study.
Sincerely,
Pardess Mitchell
Doctoral Candidate
pmitchel@harpercollege.edu
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Dear Distance Learning Student,
My name is Pardess Mitchell. I am currently a doctoral candidate in Curriculum and
Instruction at Northern Illinois University. I am also an Assistant professor at Harper College.
I am in the process of recruiting community college students currently enrolled in a DLC
(online course) for my study, “The relationship between SOC, course performance, and
persistence in community college DLC”. This study is being completed in partial fulfillment
the requirements for my dissertation. My supervisor is Dr. Joseph Flynn, Assistant professor
of Curriculum and Instruction at Northern Illinois University.
The purpose of this study is to determine if there is a relationship between SOC, course
performance, and persistence for students in a DLCroom. In addition, this study will help
identify which DLCroom activities promote a SOC. The results of this study may be used to
help distance learning instructors create classrooms that promote SOC and ultimately improve
course performance.
I am inviting students who are currently enrolled in a distance learning course to participate in
my study. Participation in this study is completely voluntary and anonymous. Thus, your
name is not attached to the survey and there is no way of knowing which students took the
survey. Your instructor will not have access to your individual survey results. The following
will highlight the process of participating in this study. Please review this information
carefully before deciding whether to participate in this study.
If you choose to participate in this study, you will be asked to take an online survey via
SurveyMonkey. It should take no more than 20 minutes to complete and should be completed
in one sitting. You will not be eligible to participate in this study if you are under eighteen
years of age or are auditing the distance learning course.
Completion of the survey involves no foreseeable emotional discomfort to you. There may be
some perceived risks to taking this survey. Please consider these before deciding to participate
in this study. First, you may be worried your identity will be revealed through the survey.
Second, you may be worried your responses on the survey may impact your course grade. I,
nor your course instructor, will have access to your specific identity. Your survey responses
will not be associated with your name, email, or IP address. SurveyMonkey strips IP
addresses prior to my receiving the data. Thus, I, nor your instructor, will even know which
students participated in this study. You will be completely anonymous to me and your
instructor.
There are several benefits to this research than may impact you. First, as a student in a
distance learning course, this research is meant to help distance learning course developers
how to design courses that promote a SOC. It may also help you assess the quality of your
own distance learning course experience. Lastly, your responses may help determine best
practices in developing DLC.
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If you should decide to participate and take the survey, but change your mind, you have the
right to discontinue the survey at any time without being questioned about your decision. If
you prefer not to answer a question on the survey, just leave it blank.
If the findings of this study are published, your name will not be identifiable.
This study has been approved by the Internal Review Board at both William Rainey Harper
College and Northern Illinois University. If you have any questions regarding the information
I have presented above, please do not hesitate to contact me at the email address provided
below. If you have any further questions or concerns, you may contact my supervisor, Dr.
Joseph Flynn at jeflynn@niu.edu. If you have any questions about your rights as a research
participant, contact either Dr. David Henningsen, 815-753-7102 or Dr. Michael Peddle, 815753-6142.
By participating in this survey, you are acknowledging that you read and understand what
your study participation entails and are consenting to participate in this study.
Thank you for taking the time to read this information and I hope you decide to participate in
this study. The link for the survey is below.
Sincerely,
Pardess Mitchell
Doctoral Candidate
pmitchel@harpercollege.edu
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Classroom Community Survey
Consent statement: By proceeding with this survey, you are participating in a research study
titled “The relationship between SOC, course performance, and persistence in community
college DLC”. You have the right to discontinue this survey at any time. If you chose to
discontinue the survey, close the survey window. If you prefer not to answer a question, just
leave it blank.
Directions: Below you will see a set of questions concerning an online course you are
currently taking. Read each statement carefully and check the box which best reflects your
feelings about the course. For each question, mark whether you strongly agree, agree,
disagree, or strongly disagree. If you neither disagree or agree with a statement, or are
uncertain, check the neutral box. Please respond to all questions.
1. I feel that students in this course care about each other.
2. I feel that I am encouraged to ask questions.
3. I feel connected to others in this course.
4. I feel that it is hard to get help when I have a question.
5. I do not feel a spirit of community.
6. I feel that I receive timely feedback.
7. I feel that this course is like a family.
8. I feel uneasy exposing gaps in my understanding.
9. I feel isolated in this course.
10. I feel reluctant to speak openly.
11. I trust others in this course.
12. I feel that this course results in only modest learning.
13. I feel that I can rely on others in this course.
14. I feel that other students do not help me learn.
15. I feel that members of this course depend on me.
16. I feel that I am given ample opportunities to learn
17. I feel uncertain about others in this course.
18. I feel that my educational needs are not being met.
19. I feel confident that others will support me.
20. I feel that this course does not promote a desire to learn.
Rovai, A.P. 2002. Development of an instrument to measure classroom community, Internet
and Higher Education, 5, 197-211

The following are short answer questions that ask you questions about the online course you
are enrolled in. Please be as detailed as possible.
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Discuss a time you felt connected with your fellow students in an online class.

What about the situation made you feel connected?

Discuss a time you felt disconnected with your fellow students in an online class.

What about the situation made you feel disconnected?

Recall a time you felt connected with your teacher in an online class.

What about the situation made you feel connected?

Recall a time when you felt other students in the class supported your learning.

What about the situation made you feel connected?

If you had to design an online class that promoted a SOC, how would you do it?

What specific activities would you employ to help promote a SOC?

Please answer the questions below.

I believe my final grade in this course will be:
A

B

C

D

F

unsure

I plan on registering, or have registered, for courses next semester.
Yes
No
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Demographic Information
What is your gender?
Male

Female

Prefer not to say

What is your age group?
18-21

22-29

30-39

over 40
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Dear Distance Learning Student,
This is a reminder request for those of you who haven’t already completed the survey for my
study entitled “The relationship between SOC, course performance, and persistence in
community college DLC.” If you have not completed the survey, please read the invitation to
participate below. If you have completed the survey, I thank you for your participation.
Below is a copy of the invitation to complete the survey.
My name is Pardess Mitchell. I am currently a doctoral candidate in Curriculum and
Instruction at Northern Illinois University. I am also an Assistant professor at Harper College.
I am in the process of recruiting community college students currently enrolled in a distance
learning course (online course) for my study, “The relationship between SOC, course
performance, and persistence in community college DLC”. This study is being completed in
partial fulfillment the requirements for my dissertation. My supervisor is Dr. Joseph Flynn,
Assistant professor of Curriculum and Instruction and Northern Illinois University.
The purpose of this study is to determine if there is a relationship between SOC, course
performance, and persistence for students in a DLCroom. In addition, this study will help
identify which DLCroom activities promote a SOC. The results of this study may be used to
help distance learning instructors create classrooms that promote SOC and ultimately course
performance.
I am inviting students who are currently enrolled in a distance learning course to participate in
my study. Participation in this study is completely voluntary and anonymous. Thus, your
name is not attached to the survey and there is no way of knowing which students took the
survey. Your instructor will not have access to your individual survey results. The following
will highlight the process of participating in this study. Please review this information
carefully before deciding whether to participate in this study.
If you choose to participate in this study, you will be asked to take an online survey via
SurveyMonkey. It should take no more than 20 minutes to complete and should be completed
in one sitting. You will not be eligible to participate in this study if you are under eighteen
years of age or are auditing the distance learning course.
Completion of the survey involves no foreseeable emotional discomfort to you. There may be
some perceived risks to taking this survey. Please consider these before deciding to participate
in this study. First, you may be worried your identity will be revealed through the survey.
Second, you may be worried your responses on the survey may impact your course grade. I,
nor your course instructor, will have access to your specific identity. Your survey responses
will not be associated with your name, email, or IP address. SurveyMonkey strips IP
addresses prior to my receiving the data. Thus, I, nor your instructor, will even know which
students participated in this study. You will be completely anonymous to me and your
instructor.
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There are several benefits to this research than may impact you. First, as a student in a
distance learning course, this research is meant to help distance learning course developers
how to design courses that promote a SOC. It may also help you assess the quality of your
own distance learning course experience. Lastly, your responses may help determine best
practices in developing DLC.
If you should decide to participate and take the survey, but change your mind, you have the
right to discontinue the survey at any time without being questioned about your decision. If
you prefer not to answer a question on the survey, just leave it blank.
If the findings of this study are published, your name will not be identifiable.
This study has been approved by the Internal Review Board at both William Rainey Harper
College and Northern Illinois University. If you have any questions regarding the information
I have presented above, please do not hesitate to contact me at the email address provided
below. If you have any further questions or concerns, you may contact my supervisor, Dr.
Joseph Flynn at jeflynn@niu.edu. If you have any questions about your rights as a research
participant, contact either Dr. David Henningsen, 815-753-7102 or Dr. Michael Peddle, 815753-6142.
By participating in this survey, you are acknowledging that you read and understand what
your study participation entails and are consenting to participate in this study.
Thank you for taking the time to read this information and I hope you decide to participate in
this study. The link for the survey is below.
Sincerely,
Pardess Mitchell
Doctoral Candidate
pmitchel@harpercollege.edu

